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PREFACE
W. 10 Ross

T is with much diffidence that 1 send into the world this essay on

1wo of the most important C(}rweprimm that occupy the attention
of moral yhﬁomphwa, am conscious of the grear difficulty of most
of the main problems of ethics, and of the fact that almost all the
assumptions that it seemns most natural to make raise problems that
for their proper treatment would demand long and careful discus-
sion. [ fancy thatin some pia‘zm in my anxiety to take account of the
complications and opposing considerations that demand to be taken
account of, I may have made the main outlines of my view difficult
to follow; and that in others, in my wish to avoid undue complexity,
I may have made general statements without qualifications which
will suggest themselves as necessary. I have tried to strike a mean
berween undue simplicity and undue complexity; but T cannot flat-
ter myself that Lhave a}wa\,d} oreven usually, been successful. Some
of the conclusions I have reached seem to me almost certainly true,
and others seem to me very doubtful; and I bave tried to indicate

which T think the more and which the less doubrtful.

My main obligation is to Professor H. A, Prichard. 1 believe I
owe the main lines of the view expressed in my first ewo chapters to
his article ‘Does Moral Philosophy rest on a Mistake?’ (Mind, 1912,
21-37). In addition to this, I have repeatedly discussed many of the
main ethical problems with him, and have learnt something from
every discussion; I have also had the advantage of reading a good
deal that he has written but not published. And Fnal Iy, he hasread in
manuscript most of what I have written, and has heipec% me greatly
by exbaustive comments and criticisms. These have been very prof-
itable 10 me both where (as in the treatment of rightmess) he is (I
believe) in general agreement with my point of view, and where (as
in the treatment of the question what things are good) he to a large
extent disagrees.

I wish also to say how much T owe to Professor G. E. Moore’s
writings. A glance at the index will show how much T have referred
to him; and [ will add that where I venture o disagree, no less than
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where T agree, I have always profited immensely from his discus-
sioms of ethical problems.

October 1930.
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INTRODUCTION
Philip Strarton-Lake

Ross’s The Right and the Good (1930) marked the pinnacle of ethical
intuitionism, a doctrine that had heen the dominant moral theory in
Britains for much of the preceding two bundred years. Bur within
rwenty years of its publication intuitionism had come to be rejected
out of hand by most moral philosophers, so that by the 1960s it
became difficult to see what its appeal had been.! This negative
opinion prevailed for much of the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, and meant that very few philosophers were inclined to read the
central texts of intuitionism with any care or sympathy. This in turn
led to a caricature of intuitionism which encouraged the view that
intuitionism could easily and quickly be dismissed before moving
on 1o ‘more serious’ moral theories,

Ross’s infuitionist moral theory suffered as much as others from
this neglect. Some eritics maintained that his intuitionism tells us
nothing that we did not already know, that he is content merely to
list our common-sense opinions.” Others Ob;uud that his iniu-
itionism is metaphysically and epistemologically extravagant in so
far as it assumes the existence of ‘otherw orEdL non-natural prop-
erties that can be directly pmuwed by a mysterious special moral
faculty.® But all of this misrepresents Ross’s views, and once the
caricature is put aside, and we look at Ross’s actual views and argu-
ments, we discover a serious, honest, and persuasive moral philo-
sopher, whose views deserve far more serious consideration than
they often receive.

' Thus, for example, in 1967 G, J. Warnock wrote that ‘Intuitionism seems, in retrospect, so
strange a phenomenon-a body of writing so acute and at the same time so totally unilluminac-
ing--that one may wonder how to explain it, what its genesis was' (Concenporary Moral
Philosaphy (MacMillan: London, 1967), 16).

* Seee.g. Mary Warnock, Ethics sinee 1900 (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1968), 50, G. 1.
Warnock, Con ary Moral Philosophy, 12—13, and Alasdair Maclntyre, 4 Shore History of
Eithics: A History of Moral Philosophy from the Homeric Age to the Twentieth Century, 2nd edn.,
(Roudledge: Lmndcm 1998}, 294

P Willlam KL F rankena Lz%zcs (Prentice-Hall: Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1963), 867




X INTRODUCTION

The Central Theses

What, then are these views? In The Right and the Good Ross argues
for a distinctive view in the nemphngs of morals, in normative
ethics, and in moral epistemology. Ross is a moral realist. He
believed that rightness and goodness are Objectiw features of the
world in just the way that shape, size, and mass are. ©. . . there is’, he
writes, ‘a system of moral truth, as 0}3 ective as all trush must be’
(p. 15)," andlater on claims: “The moral order .. .isjustas much part
of the fundamental nature of the universe (and, we may add, of any
possible universe in which there are moral agents atall) as is the spa-
tial or numerical structure expressed in the axioms of geometry or
arithmetic” (pp. 29--30).°

We do not make actions right or good by our moral attitudes,
Cf‘)ﬂ\}{’nt'i()ﬂ‘i CU;'E*H'(“., or 'whatn’»“‘\f{:r 31‘1‘; more fhiiﬂ W iTlﬁkﬂ SO0
thing square in these ways. Rather our moral attitudes are respons-
es to ‘perceived s‘fmdmw and rightness. And when our artitudes
are appropriate, it is because something is the way we think it is—
thatis, it really is good, bad, right, orwrong, What makes our moral
helief that X is good true (wheﬁ it is true) is the property, or objec-
tive characteristie, X has of being good, according to Ross. In this

respect value udg_,nmentw are like colour udg‘tmam% Hmy judge-
ment that the wallis red is correct, this will be because the wall has a
certain colour property, the property of being red. Similarly, if my
judgement that somethingis good s correct, this will be because this
thmg; has a certain value property, the property afbcmg good.

Ross's realism has the consequence that if there are no value
properties in the world——no objective values—ithen all of our value

* Page numbers in parentheses in the text refer 1o The Right and the Good.

* Here Ross commits himself not only 1o objective moral truth, but to necessary moral truths.

“ Tput the word ‘perceived” tn inverted commmas us Ross did not think that we literally perceive
rightness and goodness. We judge that something is right or good not on the basis of a perception
of these properties, but on the basis of a perception of other properties ( The Founduations of Fikics
(Clarendon Press: Oxford, 1939), 168).

7 Though it should be noted that there are many ways in which moral judgements differ from
colour judgements. For example, it is plausible 1o think that colour judgements are rrue if a cer-
tain subjunctive condition is true, namely, if we would have the relevant sensation under certain
specified circumstances. It is not the case, however, that value judgements would be true if itis
true that we would respond in a certain positive way under certain conditions. Ross notes certain
other differences between colour and value {pp. 88 and 121-2).
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udg;.,enu nts will be mistaken. Forifitis the existence of moral prop-
erties that make our moral judgements true, then if there are no such
properties then none of cur moral judgements would be true. To
think that all of our moral judgements are false is to embrace an
error theory ahout value. According to the error theory, moral dis-
agreements are like disagreements about what colour wmuhmg is
in an objectively colou rless world. You might think that the ball is
red, whmeaa I might think it is orange. But we would both be mis-
taken. For we both think it has a colour whic b, in a colourless uni-
verse, it does not. The same would be true of di%“tf‘@z’i}fﬂ's about
the value of something in an objectively valueless world. You might
think that something is good, whereas might think itisbad. Butwe
would both be mistaken. For we both think it has a value which, ina
valueless universe, it ci@es not.

Although Ross’s moral realism commits him to the view that in
an objec mve}}/ valueless universe all of our evalvative judgements
woulé be mistaken (p. 82), he maintained that there is no reason o
think that the universe is valueless (p. 82). His view is, then, that
some of our moral judgements are true, and what makes them true
is the presence of the relevant objective value.

Nm only was Ross a realist h@ was a non-naturalist realist. This
means that he thought that moral properties cannot be understood
in wholly non-m c}m? terms.? \Iom} terms are evaluative or deontic
terms, such as ‘good’, ‘valuable’, ‘ought’, ‘dury’, ‘firting’, ‘appro-
priate’, or ‘merited’. Non-moral terms are psychological, sociolo-
gical, evolutionary, or scientific terms, such as ‘desive’, ‘approval’,
‘society’, “survival’, ete. For Ross, to understand moral properties
in wholly non-moral terms is to provide a reductive, namralistic
definition of these properties.

Hyoun define ‘right” as meaning what is approved by the community, you
are !mttmgz; forward a nammham definition. If you define ggmd a8
meaning "such that it sughs 1o be desired’, you are putting forward 2
non-naturalistic definition. Consequence theories also may be either

naruralistic or non-naturalistic. Wyou define ‘right” as “productive of the
greatest pleasure’, you are putting forward a naturalistic definition, If

% The Foundations of Ethies, 6. We shall see later that this understanding of the non-naturalness
of non-nagural properties is inadequate,
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vou define it as "productive of the greatest amount of goed”, you are
putting forward a noen-namralistic definiton.”

If moral properties can be defined in terms of “natural properties,
then moral issues will be decidable by means of empirical observa-
tion. If moral properties cannot be defined in this way, then moral
issues are not empirically decidable. Ross does notdeny that certain
empirical matters will be relevant to deciding whether we ought or
ought not to act in certain ways. His point is just that even when all
of the empirical facts are in, there is still a further, more/ judgement
10 be made—mnamely, that these empirical facts make a certain act
righe, or good.

As well as insisting that rightness and goodness are non-natural
properties, he held that they are simple properties. The view that
rightness and goodness are simple properties is the view that they
are not combinations of two or more properties or relations, such as
the relation of being appropriate (moral) and the pmperm of being
approved (non-mor ai\} or the causal relation (non-moral) and the
property of being best (moral).'* Ross held that if a property is sim-
pleitcannotbe defined. C m‘zsaquenth’ he held that the simplicity of
rightness and goodness implies that these properties are indefinable.

In his normative theory, Ross defends a form of methodelogical
intuitionism. Methodological intuitionists maintain that there is a
pim ality of first principles that may conflict, and that no expﬁcit pri-
ority rules for resolving such conflicts can be provided.!! This
means that principles of duty cannot ultimately be grounded in a
single foundational principle as consequentialists and Kantians
believe. This pluralism applies not only to the right, but to the good
also. There is, Ross maintains, no master value, such as pleasure,

7 Ibid., 6.

' For Ross, a property is not complex simply in virtue of being a determinate torm of a deter-
minable property. Hedid not, for example, think that redness is s complex property hecause it hag
the (determinable} property of bemg a colour and the (determinate) pmpf’rﬁy of being red (p.
92 n.}. In this he follows J. Cook-Wilson, Statement and Inference, & (Clarendon Press: - Oxford,

1926), $02—4.

B, Williams, “What does Intnidonism Imply?” in Williams, Making Sense of Humanity and
Orher Philosophical Papers 19821993 (( “ambridge Universigy Press: Qambridg}3 1995), 182. Not
all pluralists are methodological intuitionists, for a rationalized pluralism might have priority
rules. Methodological intuitionists form, therefore, a subclass of pluralist theories. In what
tollows, however, I shall use the term “methodological intuitionism” and ‘pluralism’ interchange-
ably.
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well-being, or happiness, in rerms of which the value of all other
goods can ultimarely be understood. There are, rather, a number of
hmp that are wm(} on their own account (Ross lists virtue, pleas-
ure, kﬂ(}wlﬁ,{fbm and justice'®) and whose value does not, therefore,
need to be derived from the value of anything else.

Ross was an epistemological as well as a methodological intu-
itionist. Epistemological intuitionists maintain that we can know
directly (intuitively) that certain things are good or right on their
own account, We can know these things direcily because the propo-
sitions which state that these d‘nnga are gﬂud or right are self-
evident. To say that these propositions are self-evident is to say that
they canbe knuwn on the basis ofan understanding of them, and so
canbeknown a prza;z. Ross did not maintain that all moral proposi-
tions are self~evident. Only the most fundamental moral proposi-
tions can be known in this way, according to Ross. Particular
judgements based on these foundations about what we should do in
apcczin, situations are not self-evident, or even knowable. For Ross,
we can only have a probable opinion about such things.

We can, theretore, identify four key views whichare at the centre
of Ross’s intuitionist moral r‘nmry The first is moral realism, the
second is the view that moral properties are simple, non-natural

properties, the third is his commitment to an irreducible pheralism
about the right and the good, and finally the view that fundamental
moral propositions are self-evident. The first two express his view
in the metaphysics of morals, the third expresses his normative
theory, and the fourth his cmafcmolmgy In what follows I consider
each of these aspects of Ross’s view in more detail. In Section I Tdis-
cuss Ross’s metaphysics of morals; in Section 1T 1 focus on his nor-
mative theory-—-his pluralism about the right and the good; and in
Section I1I I assess his moral epistemology.

2 By justice Ross means the allocation of happiness, or pleasure, in proportion to merit
(virrue). He does not always mention this value when he lists the basic goods, and so sometimes
says that there are three things that are intrinsically good. Itis clear, however, that he thoughe that
justice is a distinet Intrinsic good which differs in structure from the other three in that it is com-~
plex, while they are simple,
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p
Moral Truth and Moral Realism

Why should we think that there are moral as well as non-moral
properties in the world? Why think that values are sewn into the
fabricofthe world, asit were? Ross claims that moral realism is buile
into our everyday ethical discourse and thought. For example,
ai*hm:tg:,h we can mﬂy discover the value of certain things by attend-
ing 1o them, we think of them as having this value before we attend-
ed to them, and as possessing this value even if we did notatrend to
them (p. 8+). We think that the positive feelings we have rowards
those things we judge good are rgs:pmw&s‘ to value rather than as
conferring value on their objects (p. 89), and we think of moral
judgements as expressing moral beliefs which aim to track objective
evaluative facts (p. 85).

More generally, Ross thinks that simply in virme of being an
adjective there is an assumption that ‘good” refers to a property.
“When some eniity is commonly referred to by an adjective, there is
a certain ;:wﬁsump{ion that it is a quality, just as when it is common-
ly referred to by a prepositdonal phmxe, there is a presunaption that
it is a relation or a relational property.”” When we think that some
adjective applies to something, we nawurally think of thar thing as
having a certain feature, of ’hcmg_ﬂ a certain way; and to think of it as
bemg, acertain way is to think of itas having a certain property. This
presumption may, on reflection, be overturned.'* It may turn out
that the ad jective ‘good’ refers to a relation, or relational property,
rather than an intrinsic property of the things of which it is predicat-
ed. It may even turn out that in judging that swmezhm,@; is good we
are saying nothing at all about that thing, but are either simply
expressing our positive attitudes towards it, or are saying that such
attitudes would be appropriare. But Ross rejects these alternatives
and insists that there is no good reason to think that the presumption
that ‘good” and ‘right’ do not refer to properties of the things of
which they are predicated (p. 114)."* The realist construal of moral-

1% The Foundations of Fthics, 278. See also The Rzg!:r and the Good, 81.
4 Ross was an irrealist abour colour even thou gh red’ is an adjecdve (p. §6).
'* See The Foundations of Fthics, 32 ff., for Ross's rejection of Carnap’s theory, pp. 34 ff. for his
critique of Ayer’s emotivism, and pp. 279 f. for bis response to Brentano’s claim that “good’ is 2
Schemnsqualitiis.
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ity is, therefore, the best way of capturing the moral phenomenolo-
gy and what might be called the platitudes of ordinary moral
thought,

Recently, however, phﬁomphw: have denied this. They accept
that the platitudes of ordinary moral thought give us good reason to
think of moral judgements as truth apt—that is, as being either true
or false-but deny that truth in ethics commits us to any sort of real-
ism. They do this by claiming that moral judgements are true (or
false) only in a minimal ‘;Un% i Acmrdim;, to this minimal sense
one says ho more in m\,mﬂf “Rapeis W rong” istrue’ thanifone had
said ‘Rape is wrong’. To add ‘is true” 1o a quoted sentence is just to
note the appropriateness of disquoting. Tt does not imply that reali-
ty cmrespmd’ to the way the sentence reiares;ema‘ itas beiag Minimal
truth in ethics does not, therefore, imply that the world is a certain
way, as udhstsi kz, Ross think, E)mep ies simply thatone has moral
commitments,’

But as }auk&‘on Oppy, and Smith have pmnmd out,'® the mini-
malist wnga)ptmn of truth is inadequate because it m;?-, to pick out
what it is about & certain discourse that makes it truth apt, Not
everyone agrees that moral judgements have a truth value.
Emotivists think that moral judgements express non-cognitive atti-
tudes rather than beliefs, and these attitudes cannot be true or false.
So why should we think that moral discourse is truth apt, and that
emotivism is mistaken? Moral discourse is wruth apt, minimalists
maintain, if certain syntactical and normative conditions are met.
The syntactical conditions are that sentences be significantly
embeddable in suitable con structions, e.g. negation, conditional,
propositional attitude, and truth ascriptions. The normative
conditions are that there are certain well-established standards ina
community governing the use of such sentences. Since these syntac-
tical and normatve conditions are easily met, minimalists have no
trouble allowing that moral sentences (as well as sentences within

' See e.g. S. Blackburn, Rufing Puassions: A Theory of Practical Reason (Clarendon Press:
Oxford, 1998,

" M. Smith, ‘Moral Realism’, in H. LaFollette (ed.) Zrdical Theory (Blackwell: Oxford, 2000},
18,

¥ F. Jackson, G. Oppy, and M. Smith, “Minimalism and Trath Aptness’, Mind, 103 (1994),
287302, See also Smith, "Moral Realism’, 15-37, for an excellent account of minimalism about
truth and the problem with it
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other pmb‘em&tic discourses) are truth apt. But since these condi-
tions only qualify a discourse for truth in the minimalist sense, truth
aptness does not meiv any problemaric realism,

The pmbkm with the minimalist criterion of truth aptness, how-
ever, is that it is arbitrarily selective abont which platitudes irallows
to determine how we are to understand truth aptness. One of the
platitudes of a truth aptsentence is thar it be used o give the content
of a belief of someone who asserts the sentence.'? T%m condition is
neither syntactical nor normative, but is, nonetheless, central. If,
%‘xo‘wevcs it is included amongst the ple latitudes determining truth
aptness, then truth apiness will no longer be a minimal matter. For
heliefs are states that are designed 1o fit the facts, are sometimes
action-guiding, and tend 10 evolve in a rational manner.”® Whether
the urterance of certain sentences expresses such a state is a substan-
tial rather than a minimal matter. It is not, therefore, clear that
we can admit that moral discourse is truth apt without realist
assumptions, as minimalists maintain,”!

‘Eé;zzp teity and Non-Naturalism

Buteven if moral discourseis truth aptin afairly robust sense-—that
is, in the sense that moral sentences are true if and only if the world
is the way they represent itas being—Ross’s moral realism mightbe
mistaken. We m;g,ht have good reason to think that there are no such
things as moral properties. Moral properties might be metaphysi-
c,,aﬂy weird, or have no place in a modern scientific view of the
world. If this were the case, then the conditions for the truth of our
moral judgements would never obtain, and an error theory would
be correct. The question we have to address now, therefore, is
whether we have good reason to think that there are no such things
as moral properties.

We would have no problems accepting that moral properties
exist if these properties are natural properties, for no one thinks that
natural properties are peculiar or incompatible with the scientific
Weltanschauung. 1t is for this reason that most contemporary moral

¥ fackson et al,, "Minimalism and Truth Apmess’, 294, 0 Ibid. 296.

2 Minimalists could insist that such utrerances express beliefs minimally construed. But it this
is tobe pursued, then minimalists owe us an account of what makes a state one of belief rather than
something else (ibid. 206-7).
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realists are naturalists. Ross, however, like all intuitionists, thought
that moral properties must be non-natural properties, and (like
many other inmitionists) that rightness and goodness are simple
non-natural properties.

Two guestions arise at this point, (1) Why did Ross think thar
rightness and goodness are simple non-natur al properties? (2) Do
such properties exist? If Ross can provide us with no good reason
for thinking that rightness and goodness are simple, non-natural
properties, then the view that %mhpr{)pa rties exist would be uncon-
roversial, for no one denies the existence of natural properties. If,
however, Ross can Qmwde us with good reason to think that truth
in ethics depends on the existence of simple, non-natural properties,
then the view that there are such pmmmm will be controversial, as
many philosophers deny the existence of non-natural properties. If
they are right, and if moral truth ciepmd‘» on the existence of non-
natural properties, then an error theory will be true.

Most discussions of the intuitionist view of moral properties do

not clearly disti nguish berween the claim that goodness and right-
ness are a;mpi e, and the claim that they are non-natural properties.
These are, however, very different and independent claims. A nat-
uralist might agree with Ross that righeness and goodness are sim-
ple properties, but insist thar they are simple narural properties, or a
non-naturalist might insist that rightness and goodness are mmpic*{
properties, but agree with Ross that they are non-natural.® It is, I
believe, important to note this dssmmtmm for if we do not, then it
will not be clear whether a particular problem is generated by the
simplicity of rightness and goodness, or from their non-naturalness.
Ishall, therefore, deal with these separately.

Why does Ross think that goodness and rightness are simple
properties? He rests his view on rwo closely interconnected
arguments. The first may be called the “transparency argument’.
According to the transparency argument, if ‘good’ could be
defined, the term would have to stand for a certain complex proper-
ty, for the definition would consist in specifying what this complex

# A, C. Ewing argued that goodness is a complex non-natural property {The Deftnition of
Good (Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 194 7, ch §), and in Principla Ethica (rev. edn.
(Cambridge University Bress: Cambridge, 1993}, 196) Moore argued that righeness is complex,
but non-natural.
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is. If ‘good” stood for a complex and could thus be defined, then we
could only use the rerm ‘good” intelligently and intelligibly to the
extent that we had this definition in mind. But we use this rerm intel-
ligently and intelligibly without having any definition in mind.
Therefore, ‘good” and the property this term stands for must be
simple (p. 92,

The second argument Ross proposes is Moore’s open question
argument. According to this argument every attempt to define
‘good’ must fail, for it is always pmmhiv to enquire whether some-
thmg.,, r thatanswers to the s mppaaeé definition is good. We can show,
for example, that being good is not the same as being desired by
somebody, for even if we know that war is desired by someone, we
may still doubt whether itis good {p. 92). I the definition were cor-
rect, however, we could have no such doubt. One could not, for
example, intelligibly doubt that John is a bachelor if one knew that
John is a male and is unmarried. Since such doubts are always pos-
sible in relation to any definition of ‘good’, all such definitions must
be false, C mmcqumriv, good” must stand for a simple property.

Although these are different arguments, Ross regards the second
as adding nothing to the first. He recognizes, i’mw wver, that the
transparency argument cannot be &mepmd as it stands, for, he
notes, we do not always have a certain complex property in mind
when we use a term that denotes a certain complex.

. . there seem to be cases in which we seek for the definition of aterm and
finally accept one as correct. The fact that we accept some definition as
correct shows that the term did semehow stand for 4 complex of ele-
ments; yet the fact that we are for some time in doubt whether the term is
analysable, and if so, what the correctanalysis is, shows that this complex
of elements was not distinctly present to our mind before, or during, the
search for a definition. It appears as if we cannot avoid recognizing that
there is such a thing as using a term which implicitly refers to a certain
complex, while yet the complex is not explicitly present to onr minds.
(pp- 92-3)

This acknowledgement seems to be fatal to Ross’s argument for the
simplicity of moral properties. If a term may be definable even
* He says they both express the same thought, namely, that if good stood for a complex we

would have this complex in mind when we use the term, Yet we have no such complex in mind
when we use the term ‘good’.
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though we do not have this definition in mind when we use the term,
then the term ‘good” could be definable (complex) despite the fact
that we do not have this definition in mind when we use the rerm,
and so may intelligibly question whether something that satisfies
the definition is goad. But Ross insists that this opacity only shows
that we cannot know straight off, as it were, thar all definitions of
‘good’ must fail. What we must do is attend to any definition that
seems at all ;}i&umbié and ask ourselves whether this is what we
meant by "good” all &iimn;:., {p. 93). Hf the answer to this question is
‘no’, then we should reject the proposed definition. And if we e reject
all of the most ;ﬂdmlbk definitions of “good” in this way “we may
{ﬁm fairly confident that “good” isindefinable and stands for a sim-
ple property (p. 93). Ross’s point is that even if good is an opaque
complex notion, once the definition is presented to us we should be
able to respond by mvmg) ‘that is what I meant all along, though 1
was unable to formulate it Applying this method 10 both rwbmem
and goodness, Ross concludes that they are both simple properties.
Ross thought that goodness and rightness are not anly simple,
but non-natural properties. If ‘good’ and ‘right” cannot be defined,
then they cannot be defined in wholly natural (non-moral) terms.
But even if goodness and rightness cannot be defined (are simple
properties), t}m} may still be natural properiies.** Ross did not
clearly separate the questionof whether mnm] propertiesare simple
from the question of whether they are natural. Asa result of this he
offers no argument against the view that moral properties might be
simple natural properdes. In one respect his failure to distinguish
these issues is unproblematie, for it is difficult o imagine any semple
natural property that might plausibly be identified with goodness
(or rightness). And even if some simple natura 1pmpem could be
found that could plausibly be identified with goodness (or right-
ness), Ross could use the same argument against this identification
that he did to establish the simplicity of goodness. He could claim
we should consider whether we have always had this simplﬁ natural
property in mind when we think of something as good (or r}&ht)
Although we cannot know for certain beforehand that all such

** Ross held that complex properties presuppose simple ones (p. 93). Since he does not seem
to think thar the natural realm is reducible to some other realm, he is committed to there being
simple natural properties.
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identifications must fail, the absence of any plausible candidate
property means that it is highly unlikely that goodness is identical
with some simple natural property. If, rherefurw, namralists are
right, then goodness and rightness are : identical with some crmzp[ex
natural property. Consequently, if Ross is right 1o reject all defini-
tions of rightness and goodness, then he is right that the moral can-
not be reduced to the non-moral (natural).

I do not, however, think that Ross is right thar all definitions of
rightness and goodness are nmdu]uaw Ross thinks that the open
question argument illustrates the fact that we do not have some def-
inition in mind when we think of so mething as good. But ] think this
argument shows something different. T think it shows the essential
normativity of evaluative mcigumm«; * To say that evaluative
uduemmta are normative is to say that they express conclusions
abcmt what would be reasons for acting or responding in certain
(positive) ways. Natural facts may provide the ground for such
practical conclusions, but udgmg that these ﬁammi facts obtain
does not by itself involve explicitly drawing these conclusions. It is
for this reason, therefore, that questions such as “This is &, but is it
good?” { where ‘N’ stands for some narural property) have an open
feel, Ihc:v have an open feel because when we decide that some-
thing is good we conclude thar we have reason to adopt some pro-
attitude rowards it. But in judging simply that it has some natural
property, we have not vet concluded that we have reason to adopt
such an attitude towards it,*¢

This is not to say that natural properties cannot give us reason o
respond in certain positive ways. On the contrary, the fact that
somefhirxg will give another person, or me, pleasure gives me a rea-
son to get it, cither for the other person or for myself. The point is
that t%je ;uégemens that | have reason to respond in a certain way is
always a further judgement over and above the judgement that the
natural property obtains. Itis one thing to judge that something will
be pleasant, and quite another to judge that its pleasantness gives me

3 128500 O pursue it.

# L here follow T. M. Scanlon’s account of the open question argument and the conclusion he
draws from this in What We Owe 1o Hach Otker (Harvard University Press: Cambridge, Mass.,
1998), 96 ff.

> Ihid. g6.
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But the judgement that we have reason to respond in a certain
positive way to something doesnotseem to be a judgement over and
above the judgement thar this thing is good. On the contrary, it
seems that in judging that sc vmurimxg} is mwd we are ]udwnf;f that we
have reason to z’cspwnd in certain positive ways.?” I this is mgfht
then it stmnﬁy suggests that rbmkzmc, of something as good is

thinking of it as having features that give us reason to respond in
certain ways (1o adopt some pro-attitude or to do some action). The
open question argument should not, therefore, lead us 1o conclude
that g ;ﬁadnwg is indefinable, but to the conclusion that a certain def-
inition is correct—namely one in terms of reasons, pro-attitudes,
and actions. But although the open question argument does not sup-
port the view that goodness is a simple property, it does, | believe,
support the view that it is a non-natural property. For what this
argument makes clear is that goodness is a normative property
whereas natural properties are not, If they were, then we would be
able 1o judge that we have reason to adopt some pro-attitude
towards something simply in judging ther it has some natural prop-
erty. Since the judgement that we have such reason is always addi-
tional to the judgement that something has a certain natural
property, natural properties are not normative.

Someone might insist that the property of being a reason is a nat-
ural property. But I think no naturalistic account of reasons can be
accepted. The most plausible ones try to define reasons in terms of
what we would desire under certain conditions. But either some
explicitly normative term will appear in the list of conditions—in
which case the analysis will not be reductive—or the analysis is
reductive, in which case it will be valnerable to a version of the open
question argunient. For we can always doubt that something gives
us a reason even though we know that the reductive definition is
satisfed,

What we get from the open question argument, then, is not that
goodness is indefinable, but that it is indefinable in naturalistic, or
non-normative, terms.”® The open question argument actually

¥ thid. g7 ff.
¥ This was in fact what Moore was most concerned to show with the open question argument
(Principia Fihica, 19).
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favours a certain non-naturalistic definition of goodness—it makes

clear that for X'1o be good is for X 10 have features that give us rea-
son to adopt some ?Ff,}wafﬂ,t&dﬁ rowards it

Since the open question argument can be applied to rightness as

well as 10 goodness, it would seem that we can draw similar conclu-
sions about rightness—that is, we can conclude thar rightess can-
not be understood in wholly narural terms, and that it should be
understood in terms of reasons. But since, as Ross rightly notes,
rightness (where rightness is understood as equivalent 1o oughe-to-
be-doneness) is distinct from goodness, the property an act “has of
being right cannot be the property it has of having features that give
us reason to adopt some positive attitude to it. Itis, rather, the prop-
erty an act may have ofha aving features that give us overall reason to
doit. Tt is for this reason that questions of the form "Action A4 is &V,
butisitright?” (where ‘N’ stands for some natural property) have an

open feef They have an open feel because in asking whether an
action is right <wh€thu we should do it) we are asking whether we
have overall reason 1o do ir, and although A'may give us overall rea-
son to do 4, we do not conclude that we have such reason simply in
judging that the action is M. There is, however, no question of
whether we have overall reason to do 4 once we have concluded
that 4 is the right act. This is,  believe, best explained by identify-
ing rightness with the property 4 has of having fearures that give us
overall reason to do it

So I think that Ross was wrong to conclude that mghmcsa and

goodness are simple properties, and that “right” and ‘good” are inde-
finable. But Ross does not need to insiston the indef; nc{mi ity of these
notions to maintain that rightness and goodness are non-natural
properties. For although pro-attitudes and actions are natural prop-
erties, the property of being a reason is, I believe, a non-natural
property. The property of b{’ﬁ’l;;‘ a reason is a normative property,
and one that cannot be understood in wholly non-normative (natu-
ralistic) terms. This point is obscured by Ross’s characterization of
non-natural properties as those which cannot be understood in
wholly non-moral terms. For the term ‘reasons’ is neither an explic-
itly moral nor a natural term. So once we note that reasons are non-
natural properties, we have to characterize the nasural-non-natural
distinction in some other way. I do not know of a wholly adequate
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characterization of this distinction,*” but Moore captures the flavour
of this distinction when he says that natural properties arc those that
are the business of the empmczﬂ sciences (including psychology) to
study, and non-natural properties are those that cannot be studied
empirically. This charvacterization of the distinction allows us 1o
capture the view that the property of being a reason is a non-
natural property. For although science can tell us, for example, that
certain animals feel pain, it cannot tell us that this empirical fact
gives us reason not 1o do certain things, say, boil them alive. In poing-
ing our that certain animals can feel pain, most scientists will have
little doubt that this empirical fact gzvm us reason not to boil them
alive. But their belief that we have such reason will not be the result
of scientific investigation. All suchi investigation reveals is the non-
normative (empirical) fact thara certain animal can feel pain. It does
notreveal the normative fact that this empirical fact gives us reason
1o act in certain ways.

So far, I have argued, Ross has provided us with reason to think
that moral properties are non-natural properties, but no good rea-
son to suppose that they are simple. But as we noted earlier, many
p}nimonhe&m feel that if the truth of moral judgements commits us
1o the existence of non-moral properties, then we must abandon our
belief that sorne moral judgements are true and accept an error
theory. For non-natural properties are unacceptably weird and
mysterious. Now the question of whether such properties are as
meiapnyumiiv suspect as naturalists insist raises deep and complex
issues that cannot be gone into here. We can, however, make a
number of brief points on this topic.

First, we may put aside two obiections that are based on confu-
sion. Sometimes the weirdness of non-natural moral properties is
expressed by saying that they are otherworldly properties. But Ross
did not think that moral properties exist in some other world. He
doesn’t think that certain things in this world are good because in

¥ Thomas Baldwin suggests that we understand non-natural properties as properties that lack
causal powers (introduction 1o Principra Fihica, p, xxif). Although T think that this, ke Moore’s
definition, is helpful in characrerizing the natural-non-narural distinetion, T do not think it can be
acoepted as adefinition. For some philosophers think that dispositional properties, such as fragili-
ty or solubility lack causal efficacy. If they are right, then all dispositional properties would be
non-natural properties, according to Baldwin's definition. But fragility and solubility are clearly
natural properties, whether or not they have causal powers.
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some other world goodness exists. Moral pmpemw are ways in
which natural things i this world are. Since the way in which some-
thing is cannot bﬁ separated from the thmgg; that is in that way, if
moral properties are non-natural properties of natural (thisworld-
ly) things, then moral properties must be thisworldly also.

A second common objection to Ross’s view about moral proper-
ties is that they are mysterious because nothing can be said about
them.*® This objection is confused in a number of ways. First, it has
nothing o do with the supposed non-naturalness of moral proper-
ties. If it is true that moral properties are mysterious because
nothing can be said abour them, then it is true not because these
properties are non-natu ral but because they are indefinable.
Second, it is not clear that a property is mysterious simply in virtue
of bezngq o indefinable. For Ross, a property is indefinable if and only
if it is simple, but there is nothing mysterious about simple proper-
ties as such. T take it that no naturalist will claim that the basic ele-
ments of the material world are mysterious just because they are
stmple. Finally, Ross did not think that mxt?"mw could be said abour
simple, indefinable properties. All their qmphuw rules out is a
definition. Tt does not prevent there being many informative, non-
definitional things that can be said about such properties. So inso
far as this criticism has any force atall, it does not count against the
view that there are non-natural properties, but against the view that
there are simple moral properties, and it does not have much force
against this view. In any case, I have claimed that Ross’s arguments
only support the view that moral properties are non-natural prop-
erties, and actually support the view that they are certain complex
properties. I Tam right, then the claim that such properties are mys-
terious because they are simple is irrelevant (as well as confused).

A third common objection is epistemological. It is that non-
natural moral properties could only be known by means of a special
moral faculty. But such a moral faculty is as mysterious as the
properties it is supposedly able to detect. There is a real problem
here for non-naturalists like Ross, butitisnotatall clear that he can-

* Warnock, Contemporary Moral Philosophy, 13.

' In The Foundations of Ethics Ross claims that moral fitingness is indefinable, but points out
what it has in common with uiilitarian and aesthetic fittingness, and how it differs from these (pp.

s1 LY.
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not provide a decent response. First, once we recognize that non-
natural properties are, for Ross, thisworld by, our ‘xr@owl‘l ge of
them will seem less mysterious, for it will be knowledge r)t dm
rather than of some other, world. %cwndi}n as we shall see later,
Ross did not think that we know that certain things are intrinsically
good or prima ]mie right literally by perceiving the property of
goodness or prima facie vightness cerrain things have, let alone by
perceiving them by means of a special faculty. We know these things
by reflection on certain moral propositions, and such reflection
requires nothing more than the ability to know anything by ¢ priort
reflection-—that is, the ability to understand and think. 32

Other objections to non-natural properties are, however, harder
to deal with, But if we abandon the view that rightness and g(}()cﬁﬁesa
are simple non-natural properties and understand them in terms of
reasons, it is much harder for worries about non-natural properties
1o lead one to adopt an error theory about value. T moral properties
are simple, then pervasive error inour evaluative judgements will be
relatively local. For we can doubt the existence of simple moral
properties withour doubting dmthm%, other than those properties
and the complex moral properties that are formed out of them. If]
however, value is to be understood in rerms of reasons, then (assum-
ing one has no problem with actions and psychological attitudes)
one’s scepticism about value would have to stem from scepticism
about reasons. But if an error theory about value rests on an error
theory about reasons, then the error theorist would be commitred
both to the view that we have good reason to deny the existence of
reasons, and that this implies that all of our reasons ‘iu{ié,tméﬁts are
false. But such a view seems to undermine ftself, for it is to say that
we have reason to be sceptical about reasons, and implies that it is
false that we have reason to be sceptical about reasons.

One might try to avoid this conclusion by limiting one’s scepti-
cism to practical reasons—that § is, reasons o do some act or adopt
some pro-attitude. This form of localized scepticism would leave
epistemic reasons (reasons to believe) untouched, and so would not
land the error theorist with a self-undermining view. But I do not
see how scepticism about reasons could be limited in this way. The

3 See L. Bonjour, fn Defence of Pure Reason: A Rutionalist Account of A Priori Justification
(Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1998), 107-9.
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difference between practical and epistemic reasons is not that they
stand in different warranting relations to certain things (one rela-
tion quezfr and the other innoenous), but that they warrant different
things. Practical reasons warrant pro-attitudes and actions, where-
as epistemic reasons warrant beliefs. 1f, therefore, one has doubts
about the normative {(warranting) re:icmm itself, these doubts could
notbe localized in such a way as to avoid scepticism about epistemic
as well as practical reasons.

I the above argumentis along the ugbhﬂmw then the naturalist
must abandon either the view that moral discourse is truth apt-——the
option taken by emotivists——or deny that its rruth aptoess implies
the existence of non-natural properties—ithe option taken by nat-
ralist realists. But I believe that we have good reason to think of
moral discourse as truth apt, and Ross offers a persuasive argument
that moral properties (the truth-makers of moral judgements) can-
not be identified with any natural property. My view is thus that we
should abandon naturalism.

I
Critigue of Consequentialism

Inmitionists are often accused of being obsessed with deﬁfming
‘right” and ‘good’. But Ross cicariy f}mugﬂ ht ( wmng ¥y, 1 have
argued) that nothing interesting could be said on this subject, for he
thought that gﬂodws,sfs and r;g;hmews are smpi and thus indefin-
able. Ross’s concern with the definition of rlg,,}ltnﬁsw and goodness
was purely negative. He clearly thought tharall de finitions of good-

ness and rightness are mistaken, and that this mistake had 1mphca«
tions for our thinking about normative ethics. For if one thought, as
Moore did in Prz'fzcz;m'a Fithica, that to think of an act as right is to
think of it as maximizing good outcomes, then consequentialism
must be correct, despite the Tact that we often do not seem to look to
future consequences when considering what we should do. But as
Ross points out, and Moore eventually came to see,* if consequen-

¥ There is evidence that Moare recognized this point in his Zrhics (Oxford University Press:
London, 1966). For a discussion of this, see Ross, pp. 811 This recognition is explicit, however,
inhis‘A Reply tomy Critics”, in P. A. Schilpp (ed.), The Phitosophy of G. E. Moore (Norihwestern
University Press: Evanston, 1L ,1942), §58.
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tialism is true, then it would not be analytically true, but would be a
substantive (synthetic) truth. In so far as consequentialism is av all
plausible, it does nor tell us what itis for an act to be right, butotfers
an account of the ultimate reason why all right acts are right—that
is, the ultimate ground of rightness. 1f conse quonmmm‘.mm«}tfmrw
their doctrine zhrcmgh by insisting that it is analytically true, then
the case for consequentialism must be made by considering differ-
ent types of right action and considering what makes these actions
right {p. 36). Ross ar gues that once consequentialists are forced 1o
defend their view in this piecemeal fashion, they become vulnerable
to a series of objections. These objections may notbe thought 1o be
individually “is:@ci':i*»‘c": but fogedler they do form a compelling case
against consequentialism.

First, Ross thinks consequentialism oversimplifies the morally
relevant relations in which we stand 1o others. Conse quemmhsm
Ross maintains, implies that ‘the only morally significant relation in
which my m_whbours stand to me is that of being ;)c:uszbk beneficia-
ries by my action” (p. 19). But, he objects, although the benefac-
tor-beneficiary relation is morally important, it is not the only
morally relevant relation. The relations of promiser to promisee, of
creditor to debtor, of wife to hushand, of child to parent, of friend ro
triend, of fellow countryman ro fellow countryman are also moral-
Iy relevant to determining what we should do (p. 19).

Ross, however, overstates his case here. Consequentialism does
not m}gﬁv thatthe onhf morally significant relation in which we stand
to others is that of beneficiary to bencfactor. C onsequentialists can
allow that all of the relations Ross mentions are morally significant
also. Consequentialists do not claim that these relations are morally
insignificant, but that their significance is derivative, and contingent
on the fact that keeping one’s promises, paying one’s debts, etc.
happens to produce the best outcome. But a consideration that is
morally relevant under certain conditions s morally relevant when
those conditions obtain. Ross’s objection must, therefore, be that
these other relations are morally significant their own rzﬂf'zf and
f]m,zs do notneed to acquire this significance because luck would have
it that respecting these relations maximizes good.

But why should we agree with Ross that these considerations are
morally relevant in their own right and reject the consequentialist
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account of their relevance? Ross offers a number of arguments to
suggest that being productive of the best outcome is not the only
hasic moral consideration, The first is thar the fact that we have
made a promise can decide what we should do where breaking our
promise will produce as much good as keeping it.

IE, 5o far as I can see, 1 could bring equal amounts of good into being by
tulfilling my promise and by helping some one to whom I had made no
promise, 1 should not hesitate to regard the former as my duty. Yeton the
view that what is right iz right becaunse it is productive of the most good 1
should not so regard i (p. 18)

If all moral considerations acquire their moral significance from
consequence-based considerations, then if the value of the conse-
quences of keeping a promise is the same as the value of the conse-
guences of breaking it, we should have no moral reason 1o keep our
pwmwmxﬁhm than brmkxz But we have no doubt that in such a sit-
uation we should keep our promise rather than break it. This can
only be explained by the fact that promise-keeping has a moral
importance that does not stem from the value of outcomes.

Ross’s second argument is that mmequmﬁahs’n ignores what he
calls the “highl yparan%i character” of duty (p. 22).

H'the only duty is 1o produce the maximum of good, the question of who
is to have the good-whether it is myself, or my benefactor, or a person
to whom I have made a promise to confer that good on him, ora mere fel-
low man o whom I stand in no such special relation—should make no
difference to my havinga duty to produce that good. Burweare allin fact
sure that it makes a vast difference. (p. 22)

The thought here seems to be that we are more certain that these
relations make a difference to whom we should confer the good than
we are of the truth of consequentialism. If this is correct, then if con-
sequentialism implies that these relations make no such difference,
then we should reject consequentialism rather than our conviction
that these relations make a difference.”

* Brad Hooker addresses thissort of difficulty asiv applies to rule consequentialism in his deal
Cade, Real World (Oxtord University Press: Oxtord, 2000), ni4-16.

* This argument from degrees of confidence is pervasive in Ross, and bears a close affinity to
Moore’s argument against scepticisim about the exiernal world in his “Some Judgements of
Perception’, in Philosophical Studies (Routledge & Kegan Panl: London, 1922).
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Ross also notes that we do not think that the tiniest increase in
overall value would necessarily mmtv us in breaking a promise. 1,
for example, my keeping my promise to 4 would produce 1,000
units of good for him, but by dumg some other act | could pmdum
1,001 Units wt‘"g«)(md for B, 1 would not think that I should break my
promise 10 4 (p. 34).°° “To produce the 1,001 units of good for i
rather than fulfil our promise to .4 would be to rake, notperhaps our
duty as philanthropists too seriously, but cerrainly our duty as mak-
ers of promises too lightly ™ (p. 35).

Ross goes on to offer two variants of the same thought experi-
ment. The first involves producing 1,001 units of 4 mmd for 4 by
doing something other than what Ptﬂml%ﬁd which wuu} dpr oduce
1,000 units of good for 4. The other is where 1 have made no
promise, but have the option of pmduww 1,000 units of good for 4,
who is a very good man, or 1,001 units of good for 2, a very bad
man. Inthe ﬁmt case we shmﬁ(ﬁ, Ross claims, do what we pmn‘nsem}
A, while in the second we should produce the benefits for 4. Burin
both cases what we should do is produce the lesser good.

Ross argues further that, ‘if it were self-evident that the right
coincides with the {mnmxmj it should be self-evident that what is
prima facte right is prima ;’aue optimific. But whereas we are certain

that keeping a promise is prima fﬁzcw right, we are not certain that it

is prima facie optimific’ (p. 36). What each of these arguments
aims to do is to show that on r:;ﬂex,t*(‘m we do not think that consid-
erations of fidelity are morally relevant just because they are
instrumental to bnn;@ ing about the best state of affairs. These con-
siderations have intrinsic deontic relevance which, as such, dees not
need to be inherited from anything else. The duty to keep our
promise may be overridden if breaking it would bring about a con-
siderably better state of affairs. Bur the fact that considerations of
fidelity can be defeated by consequence-based considerations does
not ;m;xlv that when we should keep our promises this is also
explained by consequence-based considerations.

* Ross later considers a response to this objection, that failing to keep one’s promise will have
effeets that will always tip the evalnative balance in such cases in favour of keeping one’s promise
10 A4 {p. 38), but rightly rejects this.
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Other dirempis 1o Derive the Right from the Good

Consequentialists maintain that rightness is grounded in good-
ness-—that the ultimate reason why some act is right is because it s,
inacertain sense, good. C ms«:qwim&ixxm isnot, however, fhecmiv
theory that attempts to ground the right in the g ;.,omd Certain theo-
ries artempt to ground the rightness of right acrs, not in the value of
their ourcomes, their instrumental goodness, but in their intrinsic
moral value. On this view, we ought to do certain acts because those
acts are morally g a,ood on their own account. Egoists also attempt to
ground the right in the good. For them we ought to do certain
actions because doing these acts wi ill, in the long run, promote our
own good. Ross quickly disposes of both of these attempts to derive
the right from the good. The egoistic theory is rejected on the
ground that ‘a great part of duty consists in an observance of the
mg_,bz.s and a furtherance of the interests of others, whatever the cost
to ourselves may be’ (p. 16). Furthermore, even if it were true that
doing morally ﬁghz acts diwaw benefits the agent in the fong run,
this would be irrelevant to the moral rzghrr'ess of those actions. ‘As
soon as a man does an action decause he thinks he will promote his
own interests thereby, he is acting not from a sense of its rightness
but from self-interese” (p. 16).

Given that Ross thinks that the rightess of an action is com-
pﬁmeiv nﬂdapmdmt of the motive from which itis done (pp-4 £, it
is not clear how this point about acting from different motives is rel-
evant. But I take Ross’s pointto be this. When we think of ourselves
as doing the morally right act, we regard ourselves as rssyonsxw to
wmiéemtmm such as r;delm intrinsic value, gratitude, etc. We do
not, however, think of self-interest as a mora/ consideration—that
is, as one that could ¢ generate a moral obli 1;;1{1011 So when we think
of ourselves as responding solely to considerations of self-interest,
we do not think that we are dwmg‘ y what we morally ng}h? todo. The

‘ought” that considerations of self-interest generate is not a mora/
ought It is for this reason that considerations of self-interest are
irrelevant to the moral rzgy‘imess of an act. What is relevant are the
considerations that can meke an act morally right, but considera-
tons of self-interest will not appear on a list of such considerations.
Consequently, considerations of self-interest are irrelevant to the
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rightness of morally right acts even if all morally right acts tend to
promote the :mm‘zt s interest,

Ross spends a little more time on the attempt to derive the right
from the mnraiiv good. He does this in the chapter on the meaning
of ‘right”, and so dom notexplicitly consider this view as a theory of
the ground of righiness, But by arguing that what is morally ;.pu(i is
never morally required he tries 1o show that ‘morally L_puzi need
notbe coextensive with ‘morally right’. If this attempt is successful,
it would show notonty that “right” cannot mean ‘morally good’ .but
also thar moral g ;.podmss cannot be the sole ground of mcr&dv m;,}}*
acts.

Ross’s arguments against the view that we are never re’:qnireff to
do morally good actions rest on the assumption that the only moral-
ly good actions are those that are done from morally good motives
(p- 4). Gransed this assumption, if he can show that we are never
required to act from a morally good motive, then he will have
shown that we are never morally required to do a morally good act.

In The Right and the Good Ross proposes two arguments tor the
view that we are never morally required to act from morally good
motives.’” His first argument is that such a requirement would
transgress the ‘oughtimplies can’ principle. His second argument is

that the n.quu ement to act from the morally best motive (the motive
of duty) leads to an infinite regress,

We cannot be required to actfrom a good motive, because we can
only be required to do what we can, at a moment’s notice, choose to
do. But we cannot choose to have a motive if we do not have {t, and
evenif we possess the relevant motive, we cannot choose to be moti-
vated by it rather than by some other motive. The object of choice,
what we choose, is some action, and although we choose to do this
action from some motive, the motive from which we choose it is
never part of what is chosen.® Since we cannot choose to be moti-
vated in a certain way, we cannot be required to be motivated in a
certain way.

This argument is far from persnasive. It rests on a dubious
understanding of the ‘ought implies can’ principle which has
very counter-intuitive consequences. If this understanding of the

¥ Further arguments against this view can be found in The Foundations of Ethics, ch. 6.
* Ibid. 1201 and 118.
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principle were correct, then we would be freed from obligations
from which we do not think we are free. For example, suppose |
have promised John that T would pay back the money T owe him at
midday, and that John is counting on my doing so (he really needs
the money then). Suppose further that T have the money, and set off
to meet him and pay him back. En route, however, 1 pass a casino
and, in a moment of weakness (and had tuck), lose all of the money
at the blackjack table. If Ross’s understanding of the ‘ought implies
can pr;amp?c is correct, then as soon as 1 have lost the money L am
freed of the obligation to repay John. For although 1 coul d have
chosen to pay him back at noon before I lost the money, I can no
longer choose to do this, for it is not in my power to conjure up the
money at will. But this seems wrong. 1t seems that | szziﬁ ought to
pay back the money to John at midday even though T can no longer
choose to do so.

Ross might respond by saying that T no longer have tAus obliga~
tion, but hav acquired a different one—namely, 10 %pul@gm o
}n}m and to find some other way of pﬂ’mg him back as quickly as
possible. This is g)drdv mgjht 1do acquire those extra obizgatmm as
a result of my action. But it is wrong 1o assume that these other
obligations replace the first one. I cannot so easily free myself of this
obligation. On the contrary, what I did was wrong decause it meant
that Twould no longer be a}:ﬁe to fulfil my ubizgdmm to John (to pay
him at midday). We can only make sense of this if we assume that I
have made myself unable to fulfil an obligation that survives my
inability to fulfil it.

Ross’s second argument against the view that we are required to
do morally good actions claims that this view leads to an infinite
regress. If we are required to act from a good motive, then we will,
at least sometimes, be required to act from the best motive. T he
motive of duty is, Ross argues, the best motive (pp. 164—5). To act
from the best motive is, therefore, to act from a sense of duty. On
this view we will not have done what we should simply in domg
some act, say an act of helping another person. We will have done
our du{v @niy if we help someone from a sense of duty, for this is

what is required of us. But if helping someone from a sense of duty
is our duty, then, according to the theory under consideration, all of
this (hcip;,;zg from a sense of duty) must itself be done from a sense
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of duty. This gives rise to a new duty (helping from a sense of duty,
from a sense oi dut }/} which in turn must be done from a sense of
duty. This process will have to be repeared again, and again, leading
to 4 vicious infinite regress (pp. -G,

Ross regards this as a reductio ad absurdum of the view that we are
requirec d to act from duty. This does not show that we cannot be
required to act from other g good motives. But Ross rightly points out
thatitwould be paradoxical to assert that we are required to act from
good motives but can never be required to act from the best (p. 6).

Since the most plausible monistic deontic theories are those that
attempt to ground the right in the good, ifsuch theories are false itis
a safe bet that all monistic deomn theories are false. If all monistic
theories are false, then if we are bound by any duties atall, pluralism
must be true.

Prima Facie Duties

This brings us to Ross’s positive theory-—his doctrine of ;:rmza
Jacze duties. This doctrine rests on a distinction between ‘prima
Jacie duty” and ‘duty proper’, or what Ross sometimes calls our
‘actual duty” (pp. 19—20). It is tempting to understand this distine-
tion as one between what merely seems to be our duty and what
really is our duty, but Ross is clear that it should not be understood
in this way. In fact the term “prima facie duty” is doubly misleading,
for Ross intended it to pick out a feature of actions that is neither
a type of duty nor prima facie (in the sense of being merely
apparent).

The phrase “prima facie duty’ mustbe apoif}gzzed for, since (1)t suggests
that what we are speaking ofisa certain kind of ci:m whereas itisin fact
not a dugy, but something related in a special way to duty. Strictly speak-
ing, we wantnota phmse: inwhichduryis quanf ied by an adjective, buta
separate noun. (2) “Prima’ facie suggests that one is symkmg only of an
appearance which a moral simation presents at firstsight, and which may
turn out to he Hlusory; whereas what T am speaking of is an objective f’ae;
involved in the nature of the situation, or more strictly in an element of
its nature, thongh not, as duty proper (]0@:), arising from its whole nature.

(p. z0)

For an act to be prima facie right is not for us to have some kind of
duty to do this act, but is for this action to have some feature that



Lxxiv INTRODUCTION

gives us a moral reason to do it. For some feature of an act 1o be
prima facie wrong is notfor us to have some kind of duty notto dojt,
but is for it to have some feature that gives us a moral reason not t
do it. These features are not what we should do (our duty), but are
considerations which we (should) rake into account in zicmdm;@
what it is we should do.

Ross does not make this clear in his official subjunctive condi-
tional definition of prima facie duties,” or in his account of them in
terms of a certain tendency, or ¢ is;;}rsgitim Bt this 1s, I believe,
what Ross means when he says that a prima fa Lié’ duty “isnota duty,
but something related in a special way to duty’. This interpretation
is giveu support by the fact that Ross discusses the doctrine of prima
facie duties in a chapter called “Whar Makes Right Acts Right?” in

The Right and the Good, and in "Theories about the Gmunfi of
Rightness” in The Foundations of Ethics. S0 prima facie duties should
be understood as fearures that give us genuine (not merely appar-
ent} moral reason to do certain actions.

Because the term ‘prima facie duty’ is so misleading Ross was
keen to find some other term. "Strictly speaking’, e writes, ‘we

want not a pif:ma in which duty is quuimeé by an adjective, but a
separate noun.” At the time of writing The Right and the Good, how-
ever, Ross could not think of a better term. He considered the term

“claim’ , but rejects this for two reasons, First, it captures what he
wants to express from the wrong point of view—from the point of
view of the other person, the person who has a claim against me,
rather than of the agent, Secondly, it does not capture the fact that
we have a prima facie duty to ourselves, for only others can have a
claim against us (p. 20). In The Foundations of Ethics, however, he
accepts that the term ‘responsibil it}r’ is a better way of expressing
what he was getting at with the term ‘prime facie duty’. Prima focie
duties are, he there states, m%pmmbﬁft}fa to ourselves and to others,
and what we should do (our duty proper) is determined by the bal-
ance of these responsibi ilities.

¥ 1 suggest ‘prima facie duty’ .. | a5 a brief way of referring 1o the characteristic . . . which an
acthas . . . of being an act which would be a duty proper if it were not at the same time of another
kind which is morally significant’ (p. 19).

4 On p. 28 Ross characterizes the prima facie rightness of actons as their tending to be our
duty. See also The Foundations of Ethics, 36.
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He also accepts C. D. Broad’s notion of fittingness, for unlike
rightness this allows of degrees. 1o makes no sense 1o say thata righe
actis the one that is most right, but it makes perfect sense to say thar
aright act is the one which is most fitting, or appropriate to the total
situation. Ross’s account of duty pmpcr in terms of firtingness is
very close indeed to the definition in terms of reasons offered above.
According o this definition, 1o say thatanactis v ;g,hr is to say thatir
has features that give us overall reason to do the action, whereas for
Ross it is to say that it has features that make it most appropriate to
the situation.

His account of rzgﬁi itness in terms of ﬁ*smzjm% allows Ross to
understand prima focie right features of actions as those that are fit-
ting to some aspect of the situation. We can offer an account of prima
Jacie duties in terms of reasons also, To say that an act is prima facie
ng,in is just to say that it has a feature that gives us moral reason to

do the act (or, as Ross would putit, a fmmrc that is fitring 1o some
aspect of the situation). Soifoneis troubled by the term “fir itting one
can replace Ross’s account in The Foundations of Fithics with an
account which replaces fittingness with reasons.

We have seen *Ewr Ross rejects the view that all moral considera-
tions can be reduced to, or grounded in, one, as cons equemﬁaiésts

clatm. Initially he lists seven func%dmanml prima facie duties——that i,
seven intrinsically (moral) reason-giving features of actions from
which all other moral features derive their reason-giving force.
They are (1) considerations of fidelity, (2) of reparation, (3) of grat-
irude, (4) of justice, (5) of bencficence, (6) of self-improvement, and
(7) of non-maleficence (p. 21). Later on, however, he clains that (4)
0 (6) can all be subsumed under the promotion of intrinsic value
(p. 27), for happiness, virtue, and justice are intrinsic goods. This
reduces the list of fundamental prima facte duties to five: fidel ity,
reparation, gratitude, promotion of the good, and non- ~maleficence
(awm ance of the bad).

One migbt think that considerations of honesty should appearon

the list of basic moral considerations, but Ross thinks the reason-
giving nature of honesty is not basic but derivative. The fact that
ouractis one of lying gives us moral reason not to do itonly because
(and if) in iyinc we break an impiici{ promise to tell the truth, or
harm someone (pp. 34--5). In most cases one or both of these b’mc
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considerations will be relevant, but not always. For example, in a
game of Contraband® one is expected to deceive, so there is no
implicit promise to tell the truth, no teust to be betrayed. Ifno one is
harmed by these Hes, then lying falls under netther the prima facie
duty of fideliry nor that of non-maleficence. In such cases rthe fact
thatour actisone of lying gives us no moral reason atallnotto do it
This shows thar the reason-giving force of dishonesty is derivative,
rather than basic. The moral reason we have not to lie stems not
from the very nature of tying, but from considerations of fideliry
and non-maleficence. It is for this reason that when these basic con-
siderations do notapply, we have no moral reason not to lie

What this shows is that Ross is not simply listing whatever moral
fsbﬁ%&ﬁ()fly we think we have, something he is often accused of
doing, He is, rather, attempting to systematize as much as possible
the moral convictions we have. He does this by asking which moral
considerations are basic and which derivarive, with the aim of find-
ing the considerations that underpin all the rest, but that are not
themselves underpinned by some other moral consideration, This
is basically the same enterprise consequentialists and Kantians are
engaged in. The only difference is that they think thatall moral con-
siderations can ultimately be grounded in one, whereas Ross thinks
that they can be reduced to no fewer than five. This may not satisfy
everyone, but it is no more unsatisfactory than the fact that there is
an irreducible plurality of geometric axioms. The fact that thereisa
plurality of axioms in geometry does not render it unsystematic.
Similarly, Ross’s intuitionism is not unsystematic simply because he
thinks that there is an irreducible plurality of fundamental moral
principles.

Ross not only thinks that there is vertical structure (from basic to
derivative principles) but also some horizontal structure. For
although he thinks that any basic moral consideration can ourw e;gji
any other, he does not think they carry equal normative weight.
He clearly thinks that cerrain basic considerations are weightier
than others. For example, he maintains that considerations of non-
maleficence, fidelity, and reparation are weightier than those of

1 borrow this example from Jonathan Dancy’s Moral Reasons (Blackwell: Oxford, 1993},
60-1.
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heneficence (pp. 22, 30). It s, however, hard to specify what this
stringency amounts to in the abstract.** Itis not that considerations
of non-maleficence, fidelity, and reparation always outweigh those
of beneficence. All that Ross can say is that considerations of, say,
fideliry can be overridden only by a significans gain in well- bamg tor
others. But whatis to count as significant will vary from case 1o case.

It is sometimes said that Ross cannot adequately account for
moral conflict.** According to this view Ross’s theory means that
what fooks like a real conflict of duties turns out, after all, to be «
merely apparent conflict. For, it is said, in ciamc?mz, which prima
facie duty generates our actual duty we are deciding which of the
conflicting duties is real and which merely apparent. “On this view,
there turns out to be no real conflict at all, j just an apparent one.

it should, bowever, be clear by now that this criticism rests on a
m i\;um]r:r%t‘anding > of the notion of a prima facie duty. Deciding what
our actual duty is is not, according to Ross, deciding s which prima
facie duty is real and which mudjy apparent. It is, rather, deciding

which morally relevant consideration gives us the wezghrie‘r TEASON.

Deciding that the fact that we have made a promise gives us a
stronger reason to keep it than the fact that breaking it wmuld pro-
duce more g,nod gives us reason to break it is not deciding thag the
latter fact gives us no moral reason at all. 1t is just deciding that we
have more reason to keep our promise than to break it. Ross shows
that he recognized this in claiming that when we decide that some
prima facte stv is overridden, we feel not guilt, but certainly com-
pum{mn for the fact that we could not respond to the defeated duty
(p- 28).

In 1959 A. C. Ewing described Ross’s doctrine of prima facie
duties as one of the mostimportant discoveries in moral philosophy
in the twentieth century.* This description may be over the top, but
Ross’s doctrine is ce;iamiy an important step in our understanding
of morality. One of the advantages of Ross’s theory is that it can
accommodate the fact that we sometimes ought to break a pmfma
in order to prevent a bad outcome without conceding everything to

* For Ross’s discussion of the stringency of the prima facie duty 1o keep one’s promises, see
The Founduations afﬁn‘zm 1001

** See e.g. 1. Searle, ‘Prima Facie Obligatons’, in J. Raz (ed.), Practical Reasoning (Oxford
University Pru& Onxford, 1978), 81-90.

# Second Thoughes in Moral Phifosophy (Routledge & Kegan Paul: London, 1959), 126.
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the consequentialist (p. 18). Furthermore, before Ross, deontolo-
gists could only attempt to accommodate the plur:ﬁliml that is
deeply embedded in our moral thinking ?w insisting that there is a
plurality of basic duties (duties proper, that is). 1E}ﬁ sroblem with
this, however, is that it turned every moral mnﬁmt into a tragic
moral dilemma whereby we are morally obligated to do two very
different actions in the same situation, but can only do one. In such
circumstances, whatever we do is wrong in the sense that we will fail
to o what we should no matter what we do. With his doctrine of
prima facte duties Ross frees pluralists from this difficulty. For this
doctrine allows us to think of moral conflict not as a conflict of
duties, but as a conflict of moral reasons, which is, I believe, how
things are.

Pluralism about the Good

Discussions of Ross’s pluralism tend o focus on his doctrine of
prima facie duties. But although Ross’s views about the good are
almost never discussed, more than rwo-thirds of The Right and the
Good is devoted to this subject. Much of this is negative, attacking
those who deny thatg &nodnmf; isasimple, non-natural property. But
in Chapter V he outlines his positive theory about intrinsic goods——
that is, about things that are good on their own account. Following
Moore, Ross divides such goods into those that have some parts that
have no value, and those that are either simple intrinsic goods, or
complex wholes all the parts of which are intrinsically ow::d (p. 69).
He calls the latter “ultimate goods’, Ultimately good th:mg,)m unlike
other intrinsic goods, are good throughout— that is, contain noth-
ing that is not intrinsically good.

Akho ugh Ross followed Moore in distinguishing intrinsic from
ultimate goods, he differed from Moore in that he thought that for
the most part we can work out the intrinsic value of complex wholes
{(which are not good throughout) from our knowledge of their uld-
mately good parts.*? (,omequenﬁ} he focuses on ultimate goods,
on the assumption that we can almost always work out which more
complex things are intrinsically good from our knowledge of which

... 1 regard the things that are intrinsically but not ultimately good as owing, generally

speaking, their value to those elements in thern that are ultimately good; as being good, in fact, “in
virtue of a part of themselves”, the other parts of them being irrelevant o their goodness’ (p. 73).
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things are ultimarely good. So he thinks that the evaluative has the
same foundationalist structure as the deontic. There is an irre-
ducible plurality of ultimate goods from which (almost) all other
intrinsic goods can be constracted, and in virtue of which they are
imrimwaﬁ‘v good (p. 141).

Ross argues that there are three am}gﬂc ultimate gm)d s, and one
wmp?e\; (which cannot be reduced 1o the value of its elements)
(p- 27).*7 The simple goods are virtue, pleasure, and knowledge.
The complex j(x »d is the distribution of happiness in proportion to
merit (virtue). The first thing he claims is ultimately good is virtue.
He includes under virtue both virtuous dispositions and actions that
express these dispositions. The actions that express these disposi-

tions are actions done from certain motives, such as the desire 1o do
one’s duty, the desire to bring into being something good, or the
desire to give pleasure to others (p. 134). Hedonists would deny that
virtue s intrinsically good, They are monists about the tmo(i and
hence insist that pimsnru is the only intrinsic good. Ross argues that
we can see the falsity of hedonism if we consider a certain thoughy
experiment. If we consider two worlds that contain the same
amount of pleasure, though one is full of vicious and the other full
of virtuous people, we would not think that they are equally good.
Rather we would think that the one that has both virtue and pleasure
would be the better world. This thought experiment shows the
implausibility of monistic hedonism (p. 134).

Ross uses the reverse thought experiment in support of the view
that pleasure is intrinsically ;:,fmd Hfweimagine rwo worlds equal in
virtue, though in the first there is widespr cad and intense pleasure,
while in the second there is widespread and intense pain, we would
have no doubrt that the first is the better (p. 135). This shows that we
do not think that virtue is the only thing that is good on its own
account, for the two worlds are equal in respect of virtue, though are
not equal in respect of value.

Ross brings forward two other considerations in favour of the
view that pleasure is intrinsically good. The first is that we can only
explain our approval of kindness on the assumption that pleasure is
intrinsically good. If we did not think that pleasure is good, we

* This view seens to commit Ross to Moore's doctrine of organic wholes, though in Ch. 11
he is rather sceptical about this doctrine.
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would not think that the desire to give pleasure to others is a virtue,
Secondly, we think that virtue should be rewarded by happiness.
We would not, however, think thisunless we thought th Mhappme%
(here apparently caiuaud with pleasure and the absence of pain) is
intrinsically good (p. 135).

The third (ultimate) intrinsic good is justice. By }amiae Ross
means the proportionment of ?xappme»s (again equated with pleas~
ure) to virtue, and misery to the vicious (p. 138).** Unlike the first
WO gjowf% this is a complex good mvw}mm., both pleasure and
virtue in a certain relation. It cannot, however, be reduced to the
value of virtue and pleasure separately. We can see this if we consid-
er two worlds with equa] amounts of virtue, vice p;eaqum and pain,
but which in one the virtuous are happy and the vicious miserable,
while in the other the virtuous are miserable and the vicious happ}z
Although both worlds contain the same amount of virtue and pleas-
ure, they are not equally good, The former world is berter than the
latter. To accommeodate this we must, Ross thinkg allow justiccasa
distinet and irreducible ultimate good. This is, be ac kmwkc}gm
one of the few clear instances of an organic whole. For both vice and
misery are intrinsically bad, but a whole involving the combination
of these elements is better than one in which the vicious are happy
{p. 72

Finally Ross maintains that knowledge, and to a lesser degree,
true beliefare intrinsically good (pp. 138—9). Once again, a compar-
ative thought experiment is used to make this clear.

.we ... may ... help ourselves to realize the fact by supposing two
states of the universe equal in respect of virtue and of pé@amre and of the
allocation of pleasure to the virtuous, but such that the persons in the one
had & far greater understanding of the nature and laws of the universe
than those in the other. Canany one doubt that the first would be a better
state of the universe? (p. 139)

Ross admits that knowledge of certain trivial facts, like the number
of storeysin abuilding, without knowledge of their relation to other
facts, may seem worthless. But he maintains that although such

* Ross acknowledges thar this is only one thing that we might mean by “justice’, but it is this
that he thinks is uhimately good {p. 26).
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knowledge has much less value than knowledge that involves
insight and understanding, it stll has some intringic value
(p- 139).

It is, however, not at all clear to me that knowledge, say, of the
number of grains of sand on a certain beach ; has any value whatso-
ever. Ross claims that even of such trivial facts right opinion is
better than wrong, and knowledge is better than right opinion. This
may be so, but does not show that such knowledge is good in itself.
One might think thar one thing is better than another without
thinking that either is good. Rofs» is, however, on much stronger
ground with the view rhat knowledge and true belief that involve
insight and understanding are good on their own account, independ-
cmﬁjy of any benefit they might bring. (At least one would hope
this is true if one thinks that most philosophical enquiry has any
valuel)

Trmay be objected that such knowledge has value only inso faras
it is a source af satisfaction to its possessor. But Ross righdy
responds to this that one might be equally satisfied with a false belief
that one thinks is true. But although we might be as satisfied with a
false belief as with genuine knowledge, we do not doubs that the lat-
ter state is better than the former (p. 140).

In The Right and the Good, then, Ross maintains that there are
four ultimate goods: virtue, Q}edaure justice, and knowledge. In
The Foundations of Ethics, however, he rejected his earlier view
that pleasure is mirmmmily good, owing to certain difficulties this
view entails.*” Ross lists a number of difficultics, the most signifi-
cant of which is thar if pleasure were intrinsically good, then we
would have a prima facie duty 1o produce pleasure not only for
others, but also for ourselves.® For if we have a prima facie duty to
promote the good, and our own pleasure is good, then we have a
prima facte duty 1o promote our own pleasure. It is not, however,
the case that we have a moral duty to promote our own pleasure, It
may be foolish not to promote our own happiness when we have
the opportunity to do so, but it is not something that is morally
wrong, something about which we have reason to feel guilty.
But although Ross abandoned his earlier view that pleasure is

¥ The Foundations of Fihics, z7v t1. # 1bid. 2712,
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intrinsically good, he never abandoned his pluralismt about the
good (and the right).™

i1
Self-Fvidence

We saw carlier that Ross was keen to show thar moral properties
could not be understood wholly in terms of non-moral properties.
‘This meant that he believed in the autonomy of ethics. To think that
ethics is an autonomous realm is to believe that ethics is a distinet
subject matter that cannot be subsumed under any other science.
We have also seen that Ross embraced a foundationalist epistemol-
ogy. He held that we can know certain derivative moral truths only
because we know more basic truths. These more basic truths can in
twrn be known only on the basis of our knowledge of even more
fundamental trurhs. But this cannot go on for ever, for we cannot
know an infinite number of truths, Following Aristotle,” therefore,
Ross held that if we know anything derivatively, there must be
something that we know non-derivatively— mmmhmg_, that can be
known fﬁlrmth We do w om o have derivative moral knowledge.
We know, for exmnp]e hat lyving is often prima facie wrong, and
that we have a prima facie duty to obey the laws of our country.
According to Ross, we know that lying is prima facie wrong on the
basis of our knowl e&m: thatwe have madean 1mphcﬁ promise to tell
the truth, or because | lying will harm someone, and we know that
promise-breaking and harming others are prma facie wrong. But
how do we know that promise-breaking and harming others are
prima facie wrong? It does not seem that we derive this knowledge
from some other, more fundamental, mora/ proposition. If ethics
forms an autonomous realm we cannot derive this knowledge from
our knowledge of some non-moral premiss. We cannot derive our
knowledge fh;w we should keep our promises from knowledge that
our society disapproves of promise-breaking, or that the institution

' Although in The Foundations of Fthics Ross abandoned the view that pleasure is inwrinsical-
ly good, he still held that it is good in some sense (Foundations, 275 £.). But given that he did not
abandon the view that we have a prima facie duty to promote the good, it is unclear how he can
believe that pleasure is good in any sense and avoid the conclusion that we have a prima facte duty
to promote our own pleasure.

%2 Posterior Analytics, bk. 1, chs, zand 3.
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of promise-keeping has grear utility. Since we cannot derive this
knowledge from our knowledge of other propositions (moral or
non-moral), then if we know that promise-breaking and harming
others is prima facie wrong we must know this dlr\:u:h/

Thisis rrue not only of the deontic, butofthe evaluative also. We
know that certain zhm 75 are n"amum@ni;xﬂy good, but this know-
ledge is derivarive. Iris bd%uﬂ onour knowledge that cerrain things
are non-instrumentally good, and that something else is 2 means to
obtaining this good. But our knowledge that certain things are
intrinsically good does not seemto be derived from other evaluative
knowledge, and given the autonomy of ethics, this knowledge can-
not be dcmed from non-evaluative premisses, such as our know-
ledge that we desire or approve of that thing. Given that this
know%dg,g cannot be derived from moral or non-moral premisses,
if we know that certain things are intrinsically good, this must be
known directly—that is, non-inferentially. 1f, therefore, we have
any moral knowledge at all-—be it deontic or evaluative—we must
know certain fundamental moral propositions directly, on the basis
of anunderstanding of them. This means that the most fundamental
moral propositions are self-evident.

But although Ross held that the principles of prima facie duty are
self-evident, ha did not think that we know the siringency of these
duties. We only have a probable opinion about the degree of their
prima facie obligatoriness (p. 31).% Furthermore, Ross was sceptical
about our ability to know what our actual duty is in particular situa-
tions. ‘Our judgements about our acrual duty in concrete situations
have none of the certainty that artaches to our recognition of the
general principles of {prima facie] duty” (p. 30). This is for three
reasons. First, we can never be sure that there is some prima facie
consideration that we have failed to notice. Second, “any particular
act will in all probability in the course of time contribute to the
bringing about of good or of evil for many human beings, and thus
have a prima facie nghmess or wrongness of which we know noth-
ing’. ** And finally, even if we knuw which prima facie considera-
tionsare relevant to the particular case, we cannot know which is the

% See also The Foundations of Ethics, 188.
4 Ross seems to think of this second point simply as an ilustration of the first (p. 31). Itis,
however, a distinct epistenmological difficulty.
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more stringent. So although Ross’s view on moral epistemology
may seem overly optimistic in so far as he thinks that basic moral
propusitions are self-evident, his overall view is in fact rather pes-
simistic,

Nonetheless, many moral philosophers think that Ross’s epi-
stemological intuitionismis utterly unacceprable, and rejectit out of
hand. Itis, bowever, worth asking what it is that is supposed to be so
untenable about this view, The mostcommon response is that it pre-
SUpPOsEs 4 m yfsmzﬁitms sixth sense, a moral sense, by means of which
we apprehend the presence of moral properties—intrinsic good-
ness and prima facze rightness. This objection is, however, based
upon a myth. I one Jooks at Ross’s moral writings one will find no
reference 1o such a mysterious faculty. Is he committed to belief in
such a faculty? The simple answer is ‘No’. Ross thinks that funda-
mental moral propositions are self-evident. This means that we are
able to know these propositions sole I}; on the basis of an under-
standing of them-—that is, that they are knowable a prios.** If this is
right, then Ross is not committed to the view thar we have a faculty
of apprehending moral properties, but only an ability to know cer-
tain propositions a priori. Moral knowledge is no more mysterious
than any other a prior{ knowledge.

One may be suspicious of a prier knowledge in general on the
ground that it presupposes a mysterious faculty for apprehending
eternal truths. But | see no reason Why we should think thata priort

knowledge requires such a mysterious faculty. All it requires is the
ability to understand and think. We should, therefore, qmck%y put
to one side the most common objection to epistemological intu-
irionism, and see if there are any Objea‘:ﬁmns with more substance to
them.

It is sometimes argued that if the basic principles of duty were

self~evident, there would be no moral disagreement, Thereis moral
dzwareemem Therefore, the basic p;mupim of duty are not self-
evident. Ross considered this argument and rejected the conclusion.

** It should be noted thar, according 1o Ross, we come to know self-evident universal prin-
ciples by first knowing particular instances thar fall under these principles. So, for example, we
come to know that promise-breaking is prima facie wrong by first knowing that some particular
act of promise-breaking is prima facie wrong,. But knowledge of these particularsis, for Ross, sim-
ply a way of ascending to knowledge of the universal, knowledge which, once attained, can be
known directly {pp. 32-3).
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.. the diversity of opinion on moral questions is found to rest not
on chaagru,‘ma ntabout fundamental moral princ 1}7%03 but parily on
differences in the circumstances of different societies, and partly on
different views which people hold, not on moral questions but on
questions of fact’.* The sort of difference in circumstances Ross
had in mind is illustrated by the presence or absence of asystem for
the enforcement of ;}ubi*c, laws. Private vengeance may be right in
an unsettled state of society that lacks the proper provision for the
punishment of murderers, but wrong in a more settled society that
has such pmvwam This moral difference is explained not hy adif-
ferencein opinion about the fundamental principles of morality, but
by the fact that in an unsettled state of society private vengeance
may be ‘the only wayv of securing respect for life, while ina more set-
tled state of society this is better left to the arm of the law”."
Ditferent moral views may also be explained by differences
about the non-moral facts.

. the difference berween those who think vaccination right and those
wha think it wrong wreos largely on a difference of opinion on the ques-
tion of fact whether vaccination does or does not prevent smallpox,
while both parties accept the principle that parents should try to save
their children from disease. And the difference of opinion berween fox-
hunters and those who condemn fox- mmimg7 furns ierg,eiy on a differ-
ence of view as to the comparative intensity of the pain of the fox and the
enjoyment of his hunters.®

One might not think that these examples accurarely represent the
non-moral differences that underpin these moral diwurmmanm
Nonetheless, the point should be clear that many moral Jifferences
rest on different views abour the non-moral (bm morally relevant)
facts, rather than on differences about the fundamental prmupies
that Ross maintains are self-evident.

Ross acknowledges, however, that not all moral differences can
be accommodated in this way. He writes:
While all men are probably at bottom agreed in thmkmg’, we ought
[prima facie} 1o produce as much good as we can, and agreed also as to the

goodness of certain things-—virtue, mteihg&me thought and happi-
ness—there is a real ditference of opinion as to the comparative worthof

3 The Foundations of Eithics,18. 57 Ibid. 5 ibid.
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different goods; and thisis a difference not on an ordinary matter of fact
but ona moral question.™

This fact should, Ross thinks, weaken our confidence in our own
opinion. But we have already noted that be did not think thar the
comparative stringency of our basic prima facie duties is self-
evident, even though their prima facie righmess is. One would
assume, therefore, thathe does not think that the comparative value
of certain goods is self-evident, even though it is self-evident that
certain things are intrinsically valuable. If this is right, then differ-
ence about comparative value is not damaging to his view about
8¢ Eﬁ‘”dtnf ﬁiﬂfr:j} f)f(?p“‘»*“f)ﬂ%

Ross could have made the more general point that self-evident
propositions need not be obvious. Complex as well as simple math-
ematical proofs are self-evident in that we can know them a priori by
reflection on their meaning. But in so far as they are complex they
may not be at all obvicus. Self-evidence, therefore, does not entail
obviousness. Once this is noted we can reject the first premiss of the
argument against self-evident moral principles—the claim thar if
the basic principles of morality are self-evident there would be no
moral disagreement. This would only be true if self-evident moral
principles must be obvious to everyone, as there is no general and
protracted disagreement about obvious truths, But Rossis clear that
self~evident moral prmm;}ies are not obvious, at least, not obvious
to everyone. He writes:

the nature of the self-evident is not 1o be evident to every mind however
undeveloped, but to be apprehended directly by minds which have
reached a certain degree of mamrm“ and for minds to reach the neces-
sary degree of maturity the development that takes pmu: from genera-
Hon to generation is as much needed as that which rakes pi%@ from
infancy to adult life, (p. 12)

And later on he states that a prima facie duty is self-evident,

not in the sense that it is evident from the bevmmrsg of our lives, or as
soonas weattend to the proposition for the first time, butin the sense thar
when we have reached sufficient mental mararity and have given suffi-

¥ thid., 19
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cient attention to the proposition it is evident without any need of proof,
or of evidence beyond ftself. (p. 20)

To many ears talk of ‘mental maturity” and “developed minds’ may
sound arrogant, chauvinistic, or at best unacceptably complacent.
But Ross was neither arr ogant nor complacent. Although he thinks
that there is moral progress, he does not think that we should accept
uneritically whatever moral system we inherit as the most devel-
oped and mature thinking on the issue. A sincere questioning in
ethics reflects, he believes, ‘a desire to get down 1o bedrock in
morality; and this is all to the good”. He goes on to write:

Moral codes that will not survive such questioning do not deserve 1o sur-
vive it, and those that do deserve to survive it will do so. Magaa est veri-
tas er pragvaler. Acguiescence in moral codes merely because they are
accepted by the society in which one lives spells death 1o progress in
moral insight.

These passages were not written by someone who thought that his
own ihmkm% or the maral r}zmkmg in his own culture, was so
developed and matire that itis beyond question.

Does the fact that one can have a good understanding of these

'm;mstmms yet deny that they are true show that they cannot be
self-evident? T do not see how it could. For a proposition to be self-
evident is for it 10 be knowable on the basis of an understanding of
it. frdoes notfollow from this that if Pis self-evidentand one under-
stands 2, then one will believe that . All it means is that one’s
understanding of P provides a mmcxem warrant for believing thar
P, not that one must recognize one’s understanding as a sufficient
warrant.

Some object to the idea that certain moral propositions are
self-evident on the ground thar this leads to ri(‘gma‘hsm. Thus, for
a:xampke }Emmgaam claims that all that intuitionists can do in the
face of disbelief is insist that what they are saving is true,®" and
Nowell-Smith writes: ‘1 I do not recognize the truth of your state-
ments of objective moral fact, you can do nothing to convince me by
argument but are, like the subjectivist, thrown back on force or

@ Ihid. 21.

' C.Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1996),
18,
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acqmeacence:’ % We should be on the guard agmmt dogmatism,
and be aware that many of our moral beliefs may be the pmduu
merely of upbringing, self-interest, o ideology. But a commitment
to self-evident moral propositions does not make intuitionists like
Ross especially valnerable to dogmatism. For Ross does not dog-
matically assert the self-evidence of any moral !31‘@;(;:}51{1031 that
seems true to him, but claims this status only for those apparently
basic moral convictions that survive careful reflection.® Such
reflection is aimed at getting a clear understanding of the proposi-
tion in question in order to ascertain whether we really do think it
expresses a morally basic truth. 1t also aims at providing arguments
for its truth and self~evidence. If the proposition survives such
reflection, then Ross can do more than merely assert the truth of the
moral proposition that someone else denies. He can take them
through the form of reflection that convinced him of the truth and
self-evidence of this proposition.

It may be d}uught that this is incoherent, that someone who
thinks that 2 is self-evident cannot offer an argument for P.°* Bur
there is nothing about the fact thata proposition can be known sole-
ty on the basis of an understanding of it that rules out the possibility
that it can be known in some other way as well, i.e. that it is epi-
stemologically overdetermined.® It may not be that every self-
evident proposition is epistemologically overdetermined, but the
thoughe that some are is in no way absurd.

In The Right and the Good Ross seemed t0 deny this. Here he
states that self-evident moral pr opmsmons ‘cannot be pmwm bur

- just as certainly need no proof” (p. 30). But elsewhere in The
Right and the Good he makes only the more restricted claim thatsuch
propositions do not reed any proof,* and despite the fact that he
sometimes makes the further claim that they cannot receive any
proof (justification) I do not think this further claim expresses his

8 Fthics (Penguin: London, 1956), 46,

£ See my “Pleasure and Reflection in Ross's Ethical Innddonism’, in Stsavon-Lake (ed.),
Erhical Inturtionism: Re-Eyalyations (Clarendon Press: Oxford, 2002).

& Mary Warnock seems to think this (Ethics since 1900, 53).

% See David O. Brink, *Common Sense and First Principles in Sidgwick’s Methods’, Socia/
Philosophy and Poficy, 11 (1994), 179--201, for an alternative view.

5 Seee.g.p.20.




INTRODUCTION xlix
considered view.®” Three years before the publication of The Right
and the Good Ross explicitly states that ‘the fact that something can
be inferred does not prove thar it cannot be seen intuitively”.** Ifhe
thinks that some proposition can be inferred from (justified by)
other pmpmztmm and be self-evident, be clearly rhmks that its
being self-evident does not rule out the possibility of a proof. So the
occasions in The Right and the Good where he denies this are, I think,
instances where Ross was not as careful in what he said as he should
have been.

Phave argued that the view thar basic moral propositions are self-
evident is not as easily dismissed as it is so often thought to be. It
may, nonetheless, be thatin the end Ross’s moral epistemology can-

1ot be sustained. But because almost everyone is content with stan-
dard ob;«;mmm to epistemological intuitionism——objections which
are less than compelling—no one has, w0 my knuw}e dge, offered
decent arguments for the rejection of this view. If Ross’s epistemol-
ogy commits us only 1o the view that basic moral propositions can
be known a priori, 1 for one, am happy 1o stick with it until such
arguments are put forward,

CONCLUSION
Most that is writtens on Ross focuses on his doctrine of prime facie
duties, with passing reference to his metaphysics and epistemology.
Thisis meabiw because this doctrine is regarded as separable from
his other views and hence need not be contaminated by their (per-
ceived) untenability. T have tried to provide amore rounded picture
of Ross’s ethical intuitionism which situates his doctrine of prime
facie duties within a more general pluralism as well as a distinetive
metaphysics and apmcmoingy I have, however, left out a discus-
sion of Ross’s views on a number of topics which, though interest-
ing, are not central to his intuitionism. I have said nothing about his
view about rights and their relation to obligations,*” his view on

7 Inthis I differ from Robert Audi’s view in ‘Inmitionism, Pluralism, and the Foundations of
Eihics”, in W. Sinnow-Armstrong and M. Timmons (eds.), Meral Knowledge? (Oxford
University Press: New York, 1996},

8 “The Basis of Objective Judgements in Ethics’, International Journal of Erhics, 37 (1927}, 121.

“ App. L of Ch. 11 of The Right and the Good.
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punishment,”® or his stance on the debate berween subjective and
mbiecﬁw accounts of duty (p. 43) (Which changed dramatically in
The Foundations of Ethics™). In general T have argued that many of
the standard criticisms of his views are atbest less than compe Eimg,
and are often based upon an accepted understanding that is ltle
more than a caricature. Ross was not content merely to S list our com-
mon-sense moral opinions, and his metaphysics does not commit
him to a belief in Orherwmficﬂy properties, or to the view that we
need a mysterious special faculty for perceiving these properties. I
think Ross should have abandoned his view that g goodness and
rightness are simple properties, and suspect that he may have been
wi ﬂmg; to do this if he cle arly distinguished the question of the sim-
pimw of these properties from the question of whether they are nat-
ural properties. Butin the main I think his views are pf%dumbiﬂ and of
lasting significance,

and vhe Gaodl

B ‘;pp FE‘)f L bl of The Right
7 d',

ANOTEONTHETEXT

Asterisked cues in the text are 1o the Editor’s Notes at the end of the
text.
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I
THE MEANING OF ‘RIGHT’

HE purpose of this inquiry is to examine the nature, rela-

tions, and implications of three conceptions which appear
to be fundamental in ethics—those of ‘right’, ‘good’ in general,
and ‘morally good’. The inquiry will have much in common
with the inquiries, of which there have been many in recent
years, into the nature of value, and I shall have occasion to
discuss some of the more important theories of value; but my
object is a more limited one. I offer no discussion, exceptat most
a purelyincidental and illustrative one, of certain forms of value,
such as economic value and beauty. My interest will through-
out be ethical, and value will be discussed only so far as it seems
to be relevant to this interest.

I propose to begin with the term ‘right’. A considerable
ambiguity attaches to any attempt to discuss the meaning of
any term. Professor G. E. Moore has well indicated three main
objects that such an attempt at definition may have. “When we
say, as Webster says, “The definition of horse is, ‘A hoofed
quadruped of the genus Equus’,” we may, in fact, mean three
different things. (x) Wemay mean merely: “WhenIsay ‘horse’,
you are to understand that I am talking about a hoofed quad-
ruped of the genus Equus.” This might be called the arbitrary
verbal definition. . . . (2) We may mean, as Webster ought to
mean: ‘“When most English people say ‘horse’, they mean a
hoofed quadruped of the genus Equus.” This may be called
the verbal definition proper. . . . %ut (3) we may, when we
define horse, mean something much more important. We may
mean that a certain object, which we all of us know, is composed
in a certain manner: that it has four legs, a head, a heart, a liver,
etc., etc., all of them arranged in definite relations to one
another.” !

We must ask ourselves whether, in discussing the meaning
of ‘right’, we are attempting any one of these kinds of definition,
or something different from them all. I certainly do not wish

t Principia Ethica, 8.
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merely to indicate a sense in which I propose to use the term
‘right’. I wish to keep in touch with the general usage of the
word, While other things may be called ‘right’ (as in the
phrases ‘the right road’, ‘the right solution’), the word is specially
applied to acts, and it is the sense (by general consent a very
important one) in which it is so applied that I wish to discuss.
Bur we must be prepared to find that the general usage of the
word is not entirely consistent with itself. Most of the words
in any language have a certain amount of ambiguity; and there
is special danger of ambiguity in the case of a word like ‘right’,
which does not stand for anything we can point out to one
another or apprehend by one of the senses. Even with words
that do stand for such things there is this danger. Even if two
people find that the things the one calls red are just the things
the other calls red, it is by no means certain that they mean the
same quality. There is only a general presumption that since
the structure of their eyes (if neither is colour-blind) is pretty
much the same, the same object acting on the eyes of the two
men produces pretty much the same kind of sensation. And in
the case of a term like ‘right’, there is nothing parallel to the
highly similar organization of different people’s eyes, to create
a presumption that when they call the same act right, they mean
to refer to the same quality of it. In point of fact, there is a
serious difference of view as to the application of the term
‘right’. Suppose, for instance, that a man pays a particular debt
simply from fear of the legal consequences of not doing so,
some people would say he had done what was right, and others
would deny this: they would say that no moral value attaches
to such an act, and that since ‘right’ is meant to imply moral
value, the act cannot be right. They might generalize and say
that no act is right unless it is done from a sense of duty, or if
they shrank from so rigorous a doctrine, they might at least
say that no act is right unless done from some good motive, such
as either sense of duty or benevolence.

This difference of view may be due to either of two causes.
Both parties may be using ‘right’ in the same sense, the sense
of ‘morally obligatory’, and differing as to the further character
an act must have in order to have this quality. Or the first
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party may be using ‘right’ in this sense, and the second in the
sense of ‘morally good’. It is not clear 1o me which of these
two things is usually happening when this difference of view
arises, But it seems probable that both things really happen—
that some people fail to notice the distinction between ‘right’
and ‘morally good’, and that others, while distinguishing the
meaning of these terms, think that only what is morally good
is right. A discussion of the first of these positions only is
strictly in point here, where we are discussing the meaning of
‘right’. It seems to me clear that ‘right’ does not mean the same
as ‘morally good’; and we can test this by trying to substitute
one for the other. If they meant the same thing we should be
able to substitute, for instance, ‘he is a right man’ for ‘he is a
morally goed man’; nor is our inability to do this merely a
matter of English idiom, for if we turn to the sort of moral
judgement in which we do use the word ‘right’, such as ‘this is
the right act’, it is clear that by this we mean ‘this act is the act
that ought to be done’, ‘this act is morally obligatory’; and to
substitute either of these phrases for ‘morally good” in ‘he is a
morally good man’ would obviously be not merely unidio-
matic, but absurd. It should be obvious, then, that ‘right’ and
‘morally good’ mean different things. But some one might say
that while ‘morally good’ has a wider application than ‘right’,
in that it can be applied to agents as well as to acts, yet when
applied to acts they mean the same thing. I should like there-
fore to convince him that ‘right act’ cannot mean the same as
‘act that ought to be done’ and also the same as ‘morally good
act’. If I can convince him of this, I think he will see the pro-
priety of not using ‘right act’ in the sense of ‘morally good act’,

But we ought first to note a minor difference between the
meaning of ‘right’ and the meaning of ‘something that ought
to be done’ or “that is my duty’ or ‘that is incumbent on me’.
It may sometimes happen that there is a set of two or more acts
one or other of which ought to be done by me rather than any
act not belonging to this set. In such a case any act of this set
is right, but none is my duty; my duty is to do ‘one or other’
of them. Thus ‘right’ has a somewhat wider possible applica-
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tion than ‘something that ought to be done’ or any of its equi-
valents. But we want an adjective to express the same meaning
as ‘something that ought to be done’, and though we have
‘obligatory’ at our disposal, that also has its ambiguity, since
it sometimes means ‘compulsory’. We should have to say
‘morally obligatory’ to make our meaning quite clear; and to
obviate the necessity of using this rather cumbrous expression,
I will use ‘right’ in this sense. I hope that this paragraph will
prevent any confusion arising from this slightly inaccurate
usage.

Some might deny the correctness of the distinction just
drawn. They might say that when there are two or more acts
one or other of which, as we say, we ought to do (it not being
our duty to do one rather than another), the truth is that these
are simply alternative ways of producing a single result, and
that our duty is, strictly, not to do ‘one or other’ of the acts,
but to produce the result; this alone is our duty, and this alone
is right. This answer does, I think, fairly apply to many cases
in which it is the production of a certain result that we think
obligatory, the means being optional: e.g. to a case in which it
is our duty to convey information to some one, but morally
immaterial whether we do so orally or in writing. But in
principle, at any rate, there may be other cases in which it is
our duty to produce one or other of two or more different
states of affairs, without its being our duty to produce one of
them rather than another; in such a case each of these acts will
be right, and none will be our duty.

If it can be shown that nothing that ought to be done is ever
morally good, it will be clear @ forsior: that ‘morally good’ does
not mean the same as ‘that ought to be done’. Now it is, I
think, quite clear that the only acts that are morally good are
those that proceed from a good motive; this is maintained by
those whom I am now trying to convince, and I entirely agree.
If, then, we can show that action from a good motive is never
morally obligatory, we shall have established that what is
morally good is never right, and a fortiori that ‘right’ does not
mean the same as ‘morally good’, ‘I'hat action from a good
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motive is never morally obligatory follows (1) from the Kantian
principle, which is generally admitted, that ‘I ought’ implies
‘Tcan’.” Tt is not the case that I can by choice produce a certain
motive (whether this be an ordinary desire or the sense of
obligation) in myself at a moment’s notice, still less that I can
at a moment’s notice make it effective in stimulating me to act.
I can act from a certain motive only if I have the motive; if not,
the most I can do is to cultivate it by suitably directing my
attention or by acting in certain appropriate ways so that on
some future occasion it will be present in me, and I shall be able
to act from it. My present duty, therefore, cannot be to act here
and now from it.

(2) A similar conclusion may be reached by a reductio ad
absurdum. Those who hold that our duty is to act from a cer-
tain motive usually (Kant is the great exemplar) hold that the
motive from which we ought to act is the sense of duty. Now
if the sense of duty is to be my motive for doing a certain act,
it must be the sense that it is my duty to do that act. If, there-
fore, we say ‘it is my duty to do act 4 from the sense of duty’,
this means ‘it is my duty to do act 4 from the sense that it is my
duty to do act 4’. And bere the whole expression is in contra-
diction with a part of itself. The whole sentence says ‘it is
my duty to-do-act-A-from-the-sense-that-it-is-my-duty-to-do-
act-A’. But the latter part of the sentence implies that what I
think is that it is my duty to-do-act-4 simply. And if, as the
theory in question requires, we try to amend the latter part of
the expression to bring it into accord with the whole expression,
we get the result ‘it is my duty to do act 4 from the sense that
itis my duty to do act 4 from the sense that it is my duty to do
act 4’, where again the last part of the expression is in conflict
with the theory, and with the sentence as a whole. It is clear
that a further similar amendment, and a further, and in the end
an infinite series of amendments would be necessary in the
attempt to bring the last part of the expression into accordance
with the theory, and that even then we should not have suc-
ceeded in doing so.

Again, suppose that I say to you ‘it is your duty to do act 4
from the sense of duty’; that means ‘it is your duty to do act 4
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from the sense that it is your duty to do act 4, Then J think
that it is your duty to act from a certain motive, but I suggest
that you should act under the supposition that it is your duty
to do a certain thing, irrespective of motive, i.e. under a sup-
position which I must think false since it contradicts my own.

The only conclusion that can be drawn is that our duty is to
do certain things, not to do them from the sense of duty.!

The latter of these two arguments ( (1) and (2) ) cannot be
used against those who hold that it is our duty to act from some
other motive than the sense of duty; the sense of duty is the
only motive that leads to the infinite series in question. But
the first of the two arguments seems in itself sufficient against
any theory which holds that motive of any kind is included in
the content of duty. And though the second argument does not
refute the view that we ought to act from some other motive,
it would be paradoxical to hold that we ought to act from some
other motive but never ought to act from a sense of duty,
which is the highest motive.2

Let us now return to the three senses in which Professor
Moore points out that we may understand an attempt to define
a certain term.> So far, the position we have taken up with
regard to ‘right’ includes something of each of the first two
attitudes he distinguishes. In using ‘right’ as synonymous
(but for the minor distinction already pointed out)4 with ‘what
is my duty’, and as distinct from ‘morally good’, I believe I am
conforming to what most men (if not all men) usually mean
when they use the word. But I could not maintain that they
always use the word in this way. I am, therefore, to some
extent adopting the first of the attitudes he distinguishes, and
expressing my own intention to use ‘right’ in this sense only.
And this is justified by the great confusion that has been intro-
duced into ethics by the phrase ‘a right action’ being used
sometimes of the initiation of a certain change in the state of

t Tt should be added, however, that one, and an important one, of our duties is to
cultivate in ourselves the sense of duty. But then this is the duty of cultivating in
curselves the sense of duty, and not of cultivating in ourselves, from the sense of duty,
the sense of duty.

# If any one doubts that it is, I beg him to refer to pp. 1645, where I give reasons in
support of the contention,

3Cfpo1. 4 PP 3-4-
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affairs irrespective of motive, and at other times of such initia-
tion from some particular motive, such as sense of duty or
benevolence. I would further suggest that additional clearness
would be gained if we used ‘act’ of the thing done, the initiation
of change, and ‘action’ of the doing of it, the initiating of change,
from a certain motive. We should then talk of a right act but
not of a right action, of a morally good action but not of a
morally good act. And it may be added that the doing of
a right act may be a morally bad action, and that the doing
of a wrong act may be a morally good action; for ‘right’ and
‘wrong’ refer entirely to the thing done,” ‘morally good’and
‘morally bad’ entirely to the motive from which itis done.*A firm
grasp of this distinction will do much to remove some of the
perplexities of our moral thought.”

The question remains, what attitude we are to take up to-
wards Professor Moore’s third sense of ‘definition’. Are we to
hold that ‘right’ can be defined in the sense of being reduced
to elements simpler than itself? At first sight it might appear
that egoism and utilitarianism are attempts to define ‘right’—
to define it as ‘productive of the greatest possible pleasure to the
agent’ or as ‘productive of the greatest possible pleasure to
mankind’; and I think these theories have often been so under-
stood by some of those who accept them. But the leaders of
the school are not unanimous in so understanding their theory.
Bentham seems to understand it so. He says! that ‘when thus
interpreted’ (i.e. as meaning ‘conformable to the principle of
utility”), ‘the words ought and right . . . and others otpthat stamp,
have a meaning; when otherwise, they have none’. And else-
where 2 he says ‘admitting (what is not true) that the word right
can have a meaning without reference to utlity’. Yet, as
Sidgwick points out,® ‘when Bentham explains (Principles of
Morals and Legislation, Chap, 1, § 1, note) that his fundamental
principle “states the greatest happiness of all those whose
interest is in question as being the right and proper end of
human action”, we cannot understand him really to meen by
the word “right” “conducive to the general happiness”; for

! Principles of Morals and Legislation, Ch. 1,§ 10, 2 ib.§ 14. 10,
3 Methods of Ethics, ed. 7, 26 .
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the proposition that it is conducive to general happiness to
take general happiness as an end of action, though not exactly
a tautology, can hardly serve as the fundamental principle of a
moral system’. Bentham has evidently not made up his mind
clearly whether he thinks that ‘right’ means ‘productive of the
general happiness’, or that being productive of the general
happiness is what makes right acts right; and would very
likely have thought the difference unimportant. Mill does not
so far as I know discuss the question whether right is definable.
He states his creed in the form ‘actions are right in proportion
as they tend to promote happiness’,! where the claim that is
made is not that this is what “right’ means, but that this is the
other characteristic in virtue of which actions that are right are
right. And Sidgwick says 2 that the meaning of ‘right’ or ‘ought’
‘is too elementary to admit of any formal definition’, and ex-
pressly repudiates 3 the view that ‘right’ means ‘productive of
any particular sort of result’,

The most deliberate claim that ‘right’ is definable as ‘pro-
ductive of so and so” is made by Prof. G. E. Moore, who claims
in Principia Ethica that ‘right’ means ‘productive of the greatest

ossible good’. Now it has often been pointed out against
gedonism, and by no one more clearly than by Professor Moore,
that the claim that ‘good’ just means ‘pleasant’ cannot seriously
be maintained; that while it may or may not be true that the
only things that are good are pleasant, the statement that the
good is just the pleasant is a synthetic, not an analytic proposi-
tion; that the words ‘good’ and ‘pleasant’ stand for distinct
qualities, even if the things that possess the one are precisely
the things that possess the other. If this were not so, it would
not be intelligible that the proposition ‘the good is just the
pleasant’ should have been maintained on the one hand, and
denied on the other, with so much fervour; for we do not fight
for or against analytic propositions; we take them for granted.
Must not the same claim be made about the statement ‘being
right means being an act productive of the greatest good pro-
ducible in the circumstances’? Is it not plain on reflection that

v Ulirarianism, copyright eds., 9. ) 2 Methods of Ethics, ed. 7, 2.
3 jb. 24-6.
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this is not what we mean by right, even if it be a true statement
about what is right? It seems clear for instance that when an
ordinary man says it is right to fulfil promises he is not in the
least thinking of the total consequences of such an act, about
which he knows and cares little or nothing. ‘Ideal utilitaria-
nism’ ! is, it would appear, plausible only when it is understood
not as an analysis or definition of the notion of ‘right’ butas a
statement that all acts that are right, and only these, possess
the further characteristic of being productive of the best pos-
sible consequences, and are right because they possess this
other characteristic.

If T am not mistaken, Professor Moore has moved to this
position, from the position that ‘right’ is analysable into ‘pro-
ductive of the greatest possible good’. In Principia Ethica the
latter positionis adopted: e.g. “This use of “right”, as denoting
what 1s good as a means, whether or not it is also good as an
end, is indeed the use to which I shall confine the word’.2 ‘To
assert that a certain line of conduct is, at a given time, absolutely
right or obligatory, is obviously to assert that more good or
less evil will exist in the world, if it be adopted, than if anything
else be done instead.’3 “To ask what kind of actions one ought
1o perform, or what kind of conduct is right, is to ask what kind
of effects such action and conduct will produce . . . What I wish
first to point out is that “right” does and can mean nothing but
“cause of a good result”, and is thus always identical with
“useful” ... That the assertion “I am morally bound to perform
this action” is identical with the assertion “this action will pro-
duce the greatest possible amount of good in the Universe”
has already been briefly shewn . . .; but it is important to insist
that this fundamental point is demonstrably certain. . .. Our
“duty”, therefore, can only be defined as that action, which
will cause more good to exist in the Universe than any possible
alternative. And what is “right” or “morally permissible”
only differs from this, as what will zoz cause less good than any
possible alternative.” 4,

t 1 use this as a well-known way of referring to Professor Moore's view. ‘Aga-
thistic utilitarianism® would indicate more distinctly the difference between it and
hedonistic utilitarianism, % p. 18, ¥ p.oag.

4 pp. 146-8. Cf. also pp. 167, 169, 1801,
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In his later book, Ethics, Professor Moore seems to have
come to adopt the other position, though perhaps not quite
unequivocally. On page 8 he names as one of the ‘more funda-
mental questions’ of ethics the question *what, after all, is it
that we mean to say of an action when we say that it is right or
ought to be done?’ Here it is still suggested that ‘right’ is per-
haps analysable or definable. But to this question Ethics no-
where distinctly offers an answer, and on page 9 we find, ‘Can
we discover any single reason, applicable to all right actions
equally, which is, in every case, the reason why an action is
right, when it is right? This is the question which Professor
Moore in fact sets himself to answer. But the reason for an
action’s being right is evidently not the same thing as its righs-
ness, and Professor Moore seems already to have passed to the
view that productivity of maximum good is not the definition
of ‘right’ butanother characteristic which underlies and accounts
for the rightness of right acts. Again, he describes hedonistic
utilitarianism as asking, ‘can we discover any characteristic,
over and above the mere fact that they are right, which belongs
to absolutely a/ voluntary actions which are right, and which
at the same time does not belong to any except those which are
right?’ 1 This is the question which he describes hedonism as
essentially answering, and since his own view differs from
hedonism not in logical form but just by the substitution of
‘good’ for ‘pleasure’, his theory also seems to be essentially an
answer to this question, i.e. not to the question what is right-
ness but to the question what is the universal accompaniment
and, as he is careful to add,? the necessitating ground of right-
ness. Again, he describes hedonistic utilitarianism as giving us
‘a criterion, or test, or standard by which we could discern
with regard to any action whether it is right or wrong’.3 And
similarly, I suppose, he regards his own theory as offering a
different criterion of rightness. But obviously a criterion of
rightness is not rightness itself. And, most plainly of all, he
says, ‘It is indeed quite plain, L think, that the meaning of the two
words’ (‘duty’ and ‘expediency’, the latter being equivalent to
‘tendency to produce the maximum good’) ‘is noz the same;

fpoar % Pp. 44, 4. * p.o43.
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for, if it were, then it would be a mere tautology to say that it is
always our duty to do what will have the best possible conse-
quences’.! If we contrast this with Principia Ethica, page 169,
“if T ask whether an action is rea/ly my duty or really expedient,
the predicate of which I question the applicability to the action
in question is precisely the same’, we see how much Professor
Moore has changed his position, and changed it in the direction
in which, as I have been urging, it must be changed if it is to be
made plausible, And if it is clear that ‘right’ does not mean
‘productive of the greatest possible good’, it is a fortiori clear
that it does not mean ‘productive of the greatest possible plea-
sure, for the agent or for mankind’, but that productivity of
the greatest possible pleasure for the agent or for mankind is at
most the ground of the rightness of acts, rightness itself being
admitted to be a distinct characteristic, and one which utili-
tarianism does not claim to define.

But there are theories other than utilitarianism which claim
to define ‘right’. It would be tedious to try to refute all such
theories. With regard to many of them2 it seems to be enough
to ask one’s readers whether it is not clear to them on reflection
that the proposed definition of ‘right” bears in fact no resem-
blance to what they mean by ‘right’. But there is one group of
theories to which some reference should be made, viz. those
that give what may be called a subjective theory of ‘right’,
that identify the rightness of an act with its tendency to produce
either some feeling or some opinion in the mind of some one
who contemplates it. This type of theory has been dealt with
very thoroughly by Professor Moore,? and I should have little
or nothing to add to his convincing refutation. Butsuch theories
are perhaps even more prevalent with regard to ‘good’ than
to ‘right’, and in my fourth chapter I discuss them at some
length. I would ask my readers to read the argument there
offered, and to reflect whether the refutation I offer4 of
subjective accounts of ‘good’ does not apply with equal force
to subjective accounts of ‘right’.,

tpo1ys.
2 p.g. the evolutionary theory which identifies *right’ with “conducive to life’,
3 Ethics, Chs, 3, 4. 4 pp. 80-104.
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Any one who is satisfied that neither the subjective theories
of the meaning of ‘right’, nor what is far the most attractive of
the attempts to reduce it to simpler objective elements, is cor-
rect, will probably be prepared to agree that ‘right’ is an irre-
ducible notion.

Nor is this result impugned by inquiries into the historical
development of our present moral notions from an earlier state
of things in which ‘what is right’ was hardly disentangled from
‘what the tribe ordains’. The point is that we can now see
clearly that ‘right’ does not mean ‘ordained by any given
society’. And it may be doubted whether even primitive men
thought that it did. Their thoughts about what in particular
was right were to a large extent limited by the customs and
sanctions of their race and age. But this is not the same as
to say that they thought that ‘right’ just meant ‘what my race
and age ordains’. Moral progress has been possible just because
there have been men in all ages who have seen the difference
and have practised, or at least preached, a morality in some
respects higher than that of their race and age. And even the
supporters of the lower morality held, we may suspect, that
their laws and customs were in accordance with a ‘right’ other
than themselves. ‘It is the custom’ has been accompanied by
‘the custom is right’, or ‘the custom is ordained by some one
who has the right to command’. And if human consciousness
is continuous, by descent, with a lower consciousness which
had no notion of right at all, that need not make us doubt that
the notion is an ultimate and irreducible one, or that the right-
ness (prima facie)! of certain types of act is self-evident; for the
nature of the self-evident is not to be evident to every mind
however undeveloped, but to be apprehended directly by
minds which have reached a certain degree of maturity, and
for minds to reach the necessary degree of maturity the de-
velopment that takes place from generation to generation is as
much needed as that which takes place from infancy to adultlife.

In this connexion it may be well to refer briefly to a theory
which has enjoyed much popularity, particularly in France—
the theory of the sociological school of Durkheim and Lévy-

* For this qualification ¢f. pp. 19-20.
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Bruhl, which seeks to replace moral philosophy by the ‘science
des mceurs’, the historical and comparative study of the moral
beliefs and practices of mankind. It would be foolish to deny
the value of such a study, or the interest of many of the facts it
has brought to light with regard to the historical origin of
many such beliefs and practices. It has shown with success that
many of the most strongly felt repulsions towards certain types
of conduct are relics of a bygone system of totems and fetishes,
their connexion with which is little suspected by those who
feel them. What must be denied is the capacity of any such
inquiry to take the place of moral philosophy. The attitude of
the sociological school towards the systems of moral belief
that they find current in various ages and races is a curiously
inconsistent one. On the one hand we are urged to accept an
existing code as something analogous to an existing law of
nature, something not to be questioned or criticized but to be
accepted and conformed to as part of the given scheme of
things; and on this side the school is able sincerely to proclaim
itself conservative of moral values, and is indeed conservative
to the point of advocating the acceptance in full of conven-
tional morality. On the other hand, by showing that any given
code is the product partly of bygone superstitions and partly
of out-of-date utilities, it is bound to create in the mind of
any one who accepts its teaching (as it presupposes in the mind
of the teacher) a sceptical attitude towards any and every given
code. In fact the analogy which it draws between a moral code
and a natural system like the human body (a favourite com-
parison) is an entirely fallacious one. By analysing the con-
stituents of the human body you do nothing to diminish the
reality of the human body as a given fact, and you learn much
which will enable you to deal effectively with its diseases. But
beliefs have the characteristics which bodies have not, of being
true or false, of resting on knowledge or of being the product
of wishes, hopes, and fears; and in so far as you can exhibit
them as being the product of purely psychological and non-
logical causes of this sort, while you leave intact the fact that
many people hold such opinions you remove their authority
and their claim to be carried out in practice.
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It is often said, in criticism of views such as those of the
sociological school, that the question of the validity of a moral
code is quite independent of the question of its origin. This
does not seem to me to be true. An inquiry into the origin of a
judgement may have the effect of establishing its validity.
Take, for instance, the judgement that the angles of a triangle
are equal to two right angles. We find that the historical origin
of this judgement lies in certain pre-existing judgements which
are its premisses, plus the exercise of a certain activity of in-
ferring. Now if we find that these pre-existing judgements
were really instances of knowing, and that the inferring was
also really knowing—was the apprehension of a necessary
connexion—our inquiry into the origin of the judgement in
question will have established its validity. On the other hand,
if any one can show that 4 holds actions of type B to be wrong
simply because (for instance) he knows such actions to be
forbidden by the society he lives in, he shows that 4 has no
real reason for believing that such actions have the specific
quality of wrongness, since between being forbidden by the
community and being wrong there is no necessary connexion.
He does not, indeed, show the belief to be untrue, but he shows
that A4 has no sufficient reason for holding it true; and in this
sense he undermines its validity.

This is, in principle, what the sociological school attempts
to do. According to this school, or rather according to its
principles if consistently carried out, no one moral code is any
truer, any nearer to the apprehension of an objective moral
truth, than any other; each is simply the code thatis necessitated
by the conditions of its time and place, and is that which most
completely conduces to the preservation of the society that
accepts it. But the human mind will not rest content with such
a view. Itis not in the least bound to say that there has been
constant progress in morality, or in moral belief. But it is
competent to see that the moral code of one race or age is in
certain respects inferior to that of another. It has in fact an
a priori insight into certain broad principles of morality, and it
can distinguish between a more and a less adequate recognition
of these principles. There are not merely so many moral codes
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which can be described and whose vagaries can be traced to
historical causes; there is a system of moral truth, as objective
as all truth must be, which, and whose implications, we are
interested in discovering; and from the point of view of this,
the genuinely ethical problem, the sociological inquiry is simply
beside the mark. It does not touch the questions to which we
most desire answers.*

t For alucid and up to a point appreciative account of the sociological school, and

a penetrating eriticism of its deficiencies, see ch, 2 of M. D, Parodi’s Le Problime
Moral ¢t la Pensée Contermnporaine,



II
WHAT MAKES RIGHT ACTS RIGHT?

THE real point at issue between hedonismand utilitasianism
on the one hand and their opponents on the other is not
whether ‘right’ means ‘productive of so and so’; for it cannot
with any plausibility be maintained that it does. The point at
issue is that to which we now pass, viz. whether there is any
general character which makes right acts right, and if so, what
it is. Among the main historical attempts to state a single
characteristic of all right actions which is the foundation of their
rightness are those made by egoism and utilitarianism. But I
do not propose to discuss these, not because the subject is un-
important, but because it has been dealt with so often and
so well already, and because there has come to be so much
agreement among moral philosophers that neither of these
theories is satisfactory. A much more attractive theory hasbeen
put forward by Professor Moore: that what makes actions
right is that they are productive of more good than could have
been produced by any other action open to the agent.!

This theory is in fgct the culmination of all the attempts to
base rightness on productivity of some sort of result. ' The
first form this attempt takes is the attempt to base rightness on
conduciveness to the advantage or pleasure of the agent. This
theory comes to grief over the fact, which stares us in the face,
that a great part of duty consists in an observance of the rights
and a furtherance of the interests of others, whatever the cost to
ourselves may be. Plato and others may be right in holding
that a regard for the rights of others never in the long run
involves a loss of happiness for the agent, that ‘the just life
profits a man’. But this, even if true, is irrelevant to the right-
ness of the act. As soon as a man does an action decause he
thinks he will promote his own interests thereby, he is acting
not from a sense of its rightness but from self-interest.

1 | rake the theory which, as I have tried to show, seems to be put forward in Erhics

rather than the carlicr and less plausible theory put forward in Principia Ethica. For
the difference, cf. my pp. 8-11.
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To the egoistic theory hedonistic utilitarianism supplies a
much-needed amendment. It points out correctly that the fact
that a certain pleasure will be enjoyed by the agent is no reason
why he ought to bring it into being rather than an equal or
greater pleasure to be enjoyed by another, though, human
nature being what it is, it makes it not unlikely that he will try
to bring it into being. But hedonistic utilitarianism in its turn
needs a correction. On reflection it seems clear that pleasure
is not the only thing in life that we think good in itself, that
for instance we think the possession of a good character, or an
intelligent understanding of the world, as good or better. A
great advance is made by the substitution of ‘productive of
the greatest good’ for ‘productive of the greatest pleasure’.

Not only is this theory more attractive than hedonistic
utilitarianism, but its logical relation to that theory is such that
the latter could not be true unless iz were true, while it might
be true though hedonistic utilitarianism were not. It is in fact
one of the logical bases of hedonistic utilitarianism. For the
view that what produces the maximum pleasure is right has for
its bases the views (1) that what produces the maximum good
is right, and (2) that pleasure is the only thing good in itself.
If they were not assuming that what produces the maximum
good is right, the utilitarians’ attempt to show that pleasure is
the only thing good in itself, which is in fact the point they
take most pains to establish, would have been quite irrelevant
to their attempt to prove that only what produces the maximum
pleasure is right. If, therefore, it can be shown that productivity
of the maximum good is not what makes all right actions right,
we shall a fortiori have refuted hedonistic utilitarianism.

When a plain man fulfils a promise because he thinks he
ought to do so, it seems clear that he does so with no thought
of its total consequences, still less with any opinion that these
are likely to be the best possible. He thinks in fact much more
of the past than of the future. What makes him think it right
to act in a certain way is the fact that he has promised to do so
—that and, usually, nothing more. That his act will produce the
best possible consequences is not his reason for calling it right.
What lends colour to the theory we are examining, then, is not
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the actions (which form probably a great majority of our
actions) in which some such reflection as ‘I have promised’ is
the only reason we give ourselves for thinking a certain action
right, but the exceptional cases in which the consequences of
fulfilling a promise (for instance) would be so disastrous to
others that we judge it right not to do so. It must of course be
admitted that such cases exist. If I have promised to meet a
friend at a particular time for some trivial purpose, I should
certainly think myself justified in breaking my engagement if
by doing so I could prevent a serious accident or bring relief
to the victims of one, And the supporters of the view we are
examining hold that my thinking so is due to my thinking that
I shall bring more good into existence by the one action than
by the other. A different account may, however, be given of
the matter, an account which will, I believe, show itself to be
the true one. It may be said that besides the duty of fulfilling
promises I have and recognize a duty of relieving distress,! and
that when I think it right to do the latter at the cost of not doing
the former, it is not because I think I shall produce more good
thereby but because I think it the duty which is in the circum-
stances more of a duty. This account surely corresponds much
more closely with what we really think in such a situation. If,
so far as I can see, I could bring equal amounts of good into
being by fulfilling my promise and by helping some one to
whom I had made no promise, I should not hesitate to regard
the former as my duty. Yet on the view that what is right is
right because it is productive of the most good I should not so
regard it.

There are two theories, each in its way simple, that offer a
solution of such cases of conscience. One is the view of Kant,
that there are certain duties of perfect obligation, such as those
of fulfilling promises, of paying debts, of telling the truth,
which admit of no exception whatever in favour of duties of
imperfect obligation, such as that of relieving distress. The
other is the view of, for instance, Professor Moore and Dr.
Rashdall, that there is only the duty of producing good, and

¥ These are not strictly speaking duties, but things that tend to be our duty, or
prima facie duties, Cf. pp. 19~30.
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that all ‘conflicts of duties’ should be resolved by asking ‘by
which action will most good be Froduced?’ But it is more
important that our theory fit the facts than that it be simple,
and the account we have given above corresponds (it seems to
me) better than either of the simpler theories with what we
really think, viz. that normally promise-keeping, for example,
should come before benevolence, but that when and only when
the good to be produced by the benevolent act is very great
and the promise comparatively trivial, the act of benevolence
becomes our duty.

In fact the theory of ‘ideal utilitarianism’, if I may for brevity
refer so to the theory of Professor Moore, seems to simplify
unduly our relations to our fellows. It says, in effect, that the
only morally significant relation in which my neighbours stand
to me is that of being possible beneficiaries by my action.!
They do stand in this relation to me, and this relation is morally
significant. But they may also stand to me in the relation of
promisee to promiser, of creditor to debtor, of wife to husband,
of child to parent, of friend to friend, of fellow countryman
to fellow countryman, and the like; and each of these relations
is the foundation of a prima facie duty, which is more or less
incumbent on me according to the circumstances of the case,
When I am in a situation, as perhaps I always am, in which
more than one of these prima facie duties is incumbent on me,
what I have to do is to study the situation as fully as I can until
I form the considered opinion (it is never more) that in the
circumstances one of them is more incumbent than any other;
then I am bound to think that to do this prima facie duty is my
duty sans phrase in the situation,

I suggest ‘prima facie duty’ or ‘conditional duty’ as a brief
way of referring to the characteristic (quite distinct from that
of being a duty proper) which an act has, in virtue of being of
a certain kind (e.g. the keeping of a promise), of being an act
which would be a duty proper if it were not at the same time
of another kind which is morally significant. Whether an act

1 Some will think it, apart from other considerations, a sufficient refutation of this
view to point out that I also stand in that relation to myself, so that for this view the
distinction of oneself from others is morally insigsificant,
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is a duty proper or actual duty depends on e/l the morally
significant kinds it is an instance of. The phrase ‘prima facie
duty’ must be apologized for, since (1) it suggests that what we
are speaking of is a certain kind of duty, whereas it is in fact
not a duty, but something related in a special way to duty.
Strictly speaking, we want not a phrase in which duty is quali-
fied by an adjective, but a separate noun. (2) ‘Prima’ facie sug-
gests that one is speaking only of an appearance which a moral
situation presents at first sight, and which may turn out to be
illusory; whereas what I am speaking of is an objective fact
involved in the nature of the situation, or more strictly in an
element of its nature, though not, as duty proper does, arising
from its whole nature. * I can, however,think of no term which
fully meets the case. ‘Claim’ has been suggested by Professor
Prichard. The word ‘claim’ has the advantage of being quite
a familiar one in this connexion, and it seems to cover much of
theground. Itwouldbe quite natural to say, ‘a person to whom
I have made a promise has a claim on me’, and also, a person
whose distress I could relieve (at the cost of breaking the
promise) has a claim on me’. But (x) while ‘claim’ is appro-
priate from sheir point of view, we want a word to express the
corresponding fact from the agent’s point of view—the fact
of his being subject to claims that can be made against him;
and ordinary language provides us with no such correlative to
‘claim’. And (2) (what is more important) ‘claim’ seems in-
evitably to suggest two persons, one of whom might make a
claim on the other; and while this covers the ground of social
duty, it is inappropriate in the case of that important part of
duty which is the duty of cultivating a certain kind of character
in oneself. It would be artificial, I think, and at any rate meta-
phorical, to say that one’s character has a claim on oneself. *

There is nothing arbitrary about these prima facie duties.
Each rests on a definite circumstance which cannot seriously be
held to be without moral significance. Of prima facie duties
I suggest, without claiming completeness or finality for it, the
following division.!

t T should make it plain at this stage that I am assuming the correctness of some of
our main convictions as to prima _facte duties, or, more strictly, am claiming that we
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(1) Some duties rest on previous acts of my own. These
duties seem to include two kinds, () those resting on a promise
or what may fairly be called an implicit promise, sucg as the
implicit undertaking not to tell lies which seems to be implied
in the act of entering into conversation (at any rate by civilized
men), or of writing books that purport to be history and not
fiction. These may be called the duties of fidelity. (4) Those
resting on a previous wrongful act. These may be called the
duties of reparation. (2) Some rest on previous acts of other
men, i.e, services done by them to me. These may be loosely
described as the duties of gratitude.! (3) Some rest on the fact
or possibility of a distribution of pleasure or happiness (or of
the means thereto) which is not in accordance with the merit
of the persons concerned; in such cases there arises a duty to
upset or prevent such a distribution. These are the duties of
justice. (4) Some rest on the mere fact that there are other
beings in the world whose condition we can make better in
respect of virtue, or of intelligence, or of pleasure. These are
the duties of beneficence. (5) Some rest on the fact that we can
improve our own condition in respect of virtue or of intelli-
gence. These are the duties of self-improvement. (6) I think
that we should distinguish from (4) the duties that may be
summed up under the title of ‘not injuring others’. No doubt
to injure others is incidentally to fail to do them good; but it
seems to me clear that non-maleficence is apprehended as a
duty distinct from that of beneficence, and as a duty of a more
stringent character. It will be noticed that this alone among
the types of duty has been stated in a negative way. An attempt
might no doubt be made to state this duty, like the others, in
a positive way. It might be said that it is really the duty to
know them to be true. To me it seems as self-evident as anything could be, that 1o
make a promise, for instance, is to create a moral claim on us in someone else. Many
readers will perhaps say that they do ner know this to be true. If so, I certainly cannot
prove it to them; I can only ask them to reflect again, in the hope that they will ulii-
mately agree that they also know it to be true. The main moral convictions of the
plain man seem to me to be, not opinions which it is for philosophy to prove or dis-
prove, but knowledge from the start; and in my own case I seem to find lintle difficulr
in distinguishing these essential convictions from other moral convictions which
also have, which are merely fallible opinions based on an imperfect study of the work«

ing for good or evil of certain institutions or types of action.
* For a needed correction of this statement, cf. pp. 22--3.
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ﬁrevem ourselves from acting either from an inclination to
arm others or from an inclination to seek our own pleasure, in
doing which we should incidentally harm them. But onreflection
it seems clear that the primary duty here is the duty not to
harm others, this being a duty whether or not we have an
inclination that if followed would lead to our harming them;
and that when we have such an inclination the primary duty
not to harm others gives rise to a consequential duty to resist
the inclination. The recognition of this duty of non-maleficence
is the first step on the way to the recognition of the duty of
beneficence; and that accounts for the prominence of the com-
mands ‘thou shalt not kill’, ‘thou shalt not commit adultery’,
‘thou shalt not steal’, ‘thou shalt not bear false witness’, in so
early a code as the Decalogue. But even when we have come
to recognize the duty of beneficence, it appears to me that the
duty of non-maleficence is recognized as a distinct one, and as
prima facie more binding. We should not in general consider
it justifiable to kill one person in order to keep another alive,
or to steal from one in order to give alms to another.

The essential defect of the ‘ideal utilitarian’ theory is that
it ignores, or at least does not do full justice to, the highly
personal character of duty. If the only duty is to produce the
maximum of good, the question who is to have the good—
whether it is myself, or my benefactor, or a person to whom I
have made a promise to confer that good on him, or a mere
fellow man to whom I stand in no such special relation—
should make no difference to my having a duty to produce that
good. But we are all in fact sure that it makes a vast difference.

One or two other comments must be made on this pro-
visional list of the divisions of duty. (1) The nomenclature is
not strictly correct. For by ‘fidelity’ or ‘gratitude’ we mean,
strictly, certain states of motivation; and, as I have urged, it is
not our duty to have certain motives, but to do certain acts.
By “fidelity’, for instance, is meant, strictly, the disposition to
fulfil promises and implicit promises because we have made them.
We have no general word to cover the actual fulfilment of
promises and implicit promises irrespective of motive; and 1 use
‘fidelity’, loosely but perhaps conveniently, to fill this gap. So
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too I use ‘gratitude’ for the returning of services, irrespective
of motive. The term ‘justice’ is not so much confined, in ordi-
nary usage, to a certain state of motivation, for we should
often talk of a man as acting justly even when we did not think
his motive was the wish to do what was just simply for the sake
of doing so. Less apology is therefore needed for our use of
‘justice’ in this sense. And I have used the word ‘beneficence’
rather than ‘benevolence’, in order to emphasize the fact that
it is our duty to do certain things, and not to do them from
certain motives.

(2) If the objection be made, that this catalogue of the main
types of duty is an unsystematic one resting on no logical
principle, it may be replied, first, that it makes no claim to being
ultimate. It is a prima facie classification of the duties which
reflection on our moral convictions seems actually to reveal.
And if these convictions are, as I would claim that they are, of
the nature of knowledge, and if I have not misstated them, the
list will be a list of authentic conditional duties, correct as far
as it goes though not necessarily complete. The list of goods
put forward by the rival theory is reached by exactly the same
method—the only sound one in the circumstances—viz. that
of direct reflection on what we really think. Loyalty to the
facts is worth more than a symmetrical architectonic or a hastily
reached simplicity. If further reflection discovers a perfect
logical basis for this or for a better classification, so much the
better.

(3) It may, again, be objected that our theory that there are
these various and often conflicting types of prima facie duty
leaves us with no principle upon which to discern what is our
actual duty in particular circumstances. But this objection is
not one which the rival theory is in a position to bring forward.
For when we have to choose between the production of two
heterogeneous goods, say knowledge and pleasure, the ‘ideal
utilitarian’ theory can only fall back on an opinion, for which
no logical basis can be offered, that one of the goods is the
greater; and this is no better than a similar opinion that one of
two duties is the more urgent. And again, when we consider
the infinite variety of the effects of our actions in the way of
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pleasure, it must surely be admitted that the claim which
hedonism sometimes makes, that it offers a readily applicable cri-
terion of right conduct, is quite illusory.

I am unwilling, however, to content myself with an argu-
mentum ad hominem, and I would contend that in principle
there is no reason to anticipate that every act that is our duty is
so for one and the same reason. Why should two sets of cir-
cumstances, or one set of circumstances, not possess different
characteristics, any one of which makes a certain act our prima
facie duty? When I ask what it is that makes me in certain
cases sure that I have a prima facie duty to do so and so, I find
that it lies in the fact that I have made a promise; when [ ask
the same question in another case, I find the answer lies in the
fact that I have done a wrong. And if on reflection I find (as I
think I do) that neither of these reasons is reducible to the other,
I must not on any a prior ground assume that such a reduction
is possible.

An attempt may be made to arrange in a more systematic
way the main types of duty which we have indicated. In the
first place it seems self-evident that if there are things that are
intrinsically good, it is prima facie a duty to bring them into
existence rather than not to do so, and to bring as much of them
into existence as possible. It will be argued in our fifth chapter
that there are three main things that are intrinsically good—
virtue, knowledge, and, with certain limitations, pleasure. And
since a given virtuous disposition, for instance, is equally good
whether it is realized in myself or in another, it seems to be my
duty to bring it into existence whether in myself or in another.
So too with a given piece of knowledge.

The case of pleasure is difficult; for while we clearly recog-
nize a duty to produce pleasure for others, it is by no means so
clear that we recognize a duty to produce pleasure for our-
selves. This appears to arise from the following facts. The
thought of an act as our duty is one that presupposes a certain
amount of reflection about the act; and for that reason does not
normally arise in connexion with acts towards which we are
already impelled by another strong impulse. So far, the cause
of our not thinking of the promotion of our own pleasure as a
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duty is analogous to the cause which usually prevents a highly
sympathetic person from thinking of the promotion of the
pleasure of others as a duty. He is impelled so strongly by
direct interest in the well-being of others towards promoting
their pleasure that he does not stop to ask whether it is his duty
to promote it; and we are all impelled so strongly towards the
promotion of our own pleasure that we do not stop to ask
whether it is a duty or not. But there is a further reason why
even when we stop to think about the matter it does not usually
present itself as a duty: viz. that, since the performance of most
of our duties involves the giving up of some pleasure that we
desire, the doing of duty and the getting of pleasure for our-
selves come by a natural association of ideas to be thought of as
incompatible things. This association of ideas is in the main
salutary in its operation, since it puts a check on what but for
it would be much too sirong, the tendency to pursue one’s
own pleasure without thought of other considerations. Yet
if pleasure is good, it seems in the long run clear that it is right
to get it for ourselves as well as to produce it for others, when
this does not involve the failure to discharge some more strin-
gent prima facie duty. The question is a very difficult one, but
it seems that this conclusion can be denied only on one or other
of three grounds: () that pleasure is not prima facie good (i.e.
good when it is neither the actualization of a bad disposition
nor undeserved), (2) that there is no prima facie duty to produce
as much that is good as we can, or (3) that though there is a
prima facie duty to produce other things that are good, there
is no prima facie duty to produce pleasure which will be en-
joyed by ourselves. 1 give reasons later! for not accepting the
first contention. The second hardly admits of argument but
seems to me plainly false. The third seems plausible only if we
hold that an act that is pleasant or brings pleasure to ourselves
must for that reason not be a duty; and this would lead to para-
doxical consequences, such as that if a man enjoys giving
pleasure to others or working for their moral improvement,
it cannot be his duty to do so. Yet it seems to be a very stub-
born fact, that in our ordinary consciousness we are not aware

' pp. 135-8.
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of a duty to get pleasure for ourselves; and by way of partial
explanation of this I may add that though, as I think, one’s
own pleasure is a good and there is a duty to produce it, it is
only if we zhink of our own pleasure not as simply our own
pleasure, but as an objective good, something that an impartial
spectator would approve, that we can think of the getting it as
a duty; and we do not habitually think of it in this way.”

If these contentions are right, what we have called the duty
of beneficence and the duty of self-improvement rest on the
same ground. No different principles of duty are involved in
the two cases. If we feel a special responsibility for improving
our own character rather than that of others, it is not because
a special principle is involved, but because we are aware that
the one is more under our control than the other. It was on
this ground that Kant expressed the practical law of duty in
the form ‘seek to make yourself good and other people happy’.
He was so persuaded of the internality of virtue that he re-
garded any attempt by one person to produce virtue in another
as bound to produce, at most, only a counterfeit of virtue, the
doing of externally right acts not from the true principle of
virtuous action but out of regard to another person. It must
be admitted that one man cannot compel another to be virtuous;
compulsory virtue would just not be virtue. But experience
clearly shows that Kant overshoots the mark when he contends
that one man cannot do anything to promote virtue in another,
to bring such influences to bear upon him that his own response
to them is more likely to be virtuous than his response to other
influences would have been. And our duty to do this is not
different in kind from our duty to improve our own characters.

It is equally clear, and clear at an earlier stage of moral de-
velopment, that if there are things that are bad in themselves
we ought, prima facie, not to bring them upon others; and on
this fact rests the duty of non-maleficence.

The duty of justice is particularly complicated, and the word
is used to cover things which are really very different—things
such as the payment of debts, the reparation of injuries done by
oneself to another, and the bringing about of a distribution of
happiness between other people in proportion to merit. I use
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the word to denote only the last of these three. In the fifth
chapter 1 shall try to show that besides the three (compara-
tively) simple goods, virtue, knowledge, and pleasure, there is
a more complex good, not reducible to these, consisting in the
proportionment of happiness to virtue. The bringing of this
about is a duty which we owe to all men alike, though it may
be reinforced by special responsibilities that we have under-
taken to particular men. This, therefore, with beneficence and
self-improvement, comes under the general principle that we
should produce as much good as possible, though the good
here involved is different in kind from any other.

But besides this general obligation, there are special obliga-
tions., These may arise, in the first place, incidentally, from
acts which were not essentially meant to create such an obliga-
tion, but which nevertheless create it. From the nature of the
case such acts may be of two kinds—the infliction of injuries
on others, and the acceptance of benefits from them. It seems
clear that these put us under a special obligation to other men,
and that only these acts can do so incidentally. From these
arise the twin duties of reparation and gratitude.

And finally there are special obligations arising from acts
the very intention of which, when they were done, was to put
us under such an obligation. The name for such acts is ‘pro-
mises’; the name is wide enough if we are willing to include
under it implicit promises, i.e. modes of behaviour in which
without explicit verbal promise we intentionally create an ex-
pectation that we can be counted on to behave in a certain
way in the interest of another person.

These seem to be, in principle, all the ways in which prima
facie duties arise. In actual experience they are compounded
together in highly complex ways, Thus, for example, the duty
of obeying the laws of one’s country arises partly (as Socrates
contends in the Crito) from the duty of gratitude for the bene-
fits one has received from it; partly from the implicit promise
to obey which seems to be involved in permanent residence ina
country whose laws we know we are expected to obey, and still
more clearly involved when we ourselves invoke the protection
of its laws (this is the truth underlying the doctrine of the
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social contract); and partly (if we are fortunate in our country)
from the fact that its laws are potent instruments for the general
good.

Or again, the sense of a general obligation to bring about
(so far as we can) a just apportionment of happiness to merit is
often greatly reinforced by the fact that many of the existing
injustices are due to a social and economic system which we
have, not indeed created, but taken part in and assented to; the
duty of justice is then reinforced by the duty of reparation.

It is necessary to say something by way of clearing up the
relation between prima facie duties and the actual or absolute
duty to do one particular act in particular circumstances. If,
as almost all moralists except Kant are agreed, and as most
plain men think, it is sometimes right to tell a lie or to break a
promise, it must be maintained that there is a difference between
prima facie duty and actual or absolute duty. When we think
ourselves justified in breaking, and indeed morally obliged to
break, a promise in order to relieve some one’s distress, we do
not for a moment cease to recognize a prima facie duty to keep
our promise, and this leads us to feel, not indeed shame or
repentance, but certainly compunction, for behaving as we do;
we recognize, further, that it is our duty to make up somehow
to the promisee for the breaking of the promise. We have to
distinguish from the characteristic of being our duty that of
tending to be our duty. Any act that we do contains various
elements in virtue of which it falls under various categories.
In virtue of being the breaking of a promise, for instance, it
tends to be wrong; in virtue of being an instance of relieving
distress it tends to be right. Tendency to be one’s duty may be
called a parti-resultant attribute, i.e. one which belongs to an
act in virtue of some one component in its nature. Being one’s
duty is a toti-resultant attribute, one which belongs to an act
in virtue of its whole nature and of nothing less than this.! This
distinction between parti-resultant and toti-resultant attributes
is one which we shall meet in another context also.2

Another instance of the same distinction may be found in
the operation of natural laws. Qua subject to the force of

¥ But of. the qualification in p. 33, 0. 2. 2 Cf. pp. 122-3.
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gravitation towards some other body, each body tends to move
in a particular direction with a particular velocity ; but its actual
movement depends on o/l the forces to which it is subject. It
is only by recognizing this distinction that we can preserve the
absoluteness of laws of nature, and only by recognizing a
corresponding distinction that we can preserve the absoluteness
ofthegeneral principles of morality. Butanimportantdifference
between the two cases must be pointed out. When we say that
in virtue of gravitation a body tends to move in a certain way,
we are referring to a causal influence actually exercised on it by
another body or other bodies, When we say that in virtue of
being deliberately untrue a certain remark tends to be wrong,
we are referring to no causal relation, to norelation that involves
succession in time, but to such a relation as connects the various
attributes of a mathematical figure. And if the word ‘tendency’
is thought to suggest too much a causal relation, it is better to
talk of certain types of act as being prima facie right or wrong
(or of different persons as having different and possibly con-
flicting claims upon us), than of their tending to be right or
wrong,.

Something should be said of the relation between our appre-
hension of the prima facie rightness of certain types of act and
our mental attitude towards particular acts. It is proper to use
the word “apprehension’ in the former case and not in the latter.
That an act, qua fulfilling a promise, or gua effecting a just
distribution of good, or gua returning services rendered, or
qua promoting the good of others, or gua promoting the virtue
or insight of the agent, is prima facie right, is self-evident; not
in the sense that it is evident from the beginning of our lives,
or as soon as we attend to the proposition for the first time, but
in the sense that when we have reached sufficient mental maturity
and have given sufficient attention to the proposition it is evi-
dent without any need of proof, or of evidence beyond itself.
It is self-evident just as a mathematical axiom, or the validity of
a form of inference, is evident. The moral order expressed in
these propositions is just as much part of the fundamental
nature of the universe (and, we may add, of any possible uni-
verse in which there were moral agents at all) as is the spatial
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or numerical structure expressed in the axioms of geometry or
arithmetic. In our confidence that these propositions are true
there is involved the same trust in our reason that is involved
in our confidence in mathematics; and we should have no
justification for trusting it in the latter sphere and distrusting
it in the former. In both cases we are dealing with propositions
that cannot be proved, but that just as certainly need no
proof, ”

Some of these general principles of prima facie duty may
appear to be open to criticism. It may be thought, for example,
that the principle of returning good for good is a falling off
from the Christian principle, generally and rightly recognized
as expressing the highest morality, of returning good for evil.
To this it may be replied that I do not suggest that there is a
principle commanding us to return good for good and for-
bidding us to return good for evil, and that I do suggest that
there is a positive duty to seek the good of all men, What I
maintain is that an act in which good is returned for good is
recognized as specially binding on us just because it is of that
character, and that ceteris paribus any one would think it his
duty to help his benefactors rather than his enemies, if he could
not do both; just as it is generally recognized that ceteris paribus
we should pay our debts rather than give our money in charity,
when we cannot do both. A benefactor is not only a man,
calling for our effort on his behalf on that ground, but also our
benefactor, calling for our special effort on that ground.

Our judgements about our actual duty in concrete situations
have none of the certainty that attaches to our recognition of
the general principles of duty. A statement is certain, i.e. is an
expression of knowledge, only in one or other of two cases:
when it is either self-evident, or a valid conclusion from self-
evident premisses. And our judgements about our particular
duties have neither of these characters. (1) They are not self-
evident. Where a possible act is seen to have two characteristics,
in virtue of one of which it is prima facie right, and in virtue of
the other prima facie wrong, we are (I think) well aware that
we are not certain whether we ought or ought not to do it;
that whether we do it or not, we are taking a moral risk. We
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come in the long run, after consideration, to think one duty
more pressing than the other, but we do not feel certain that
itis so. And though we do not always recognize that a possible
act has two such characteristics, and though there may be cases
in which it has not, we are never certain that any particular
possible act has not, and therefore never certain that it is right,
nor certain that itis wrong. For, to go no further in the analysis,
it is enough to point out that any particular act will in all
probability in the course of time contribute to the bringing
about of good or of evil for many human beings, and thus have
a prima facie rightness or wrongness of which we know nothing.
(2) Again, our judgements about our particular duties are not
logical conclusions from self-evident premisses. The only
possible premisses would be the general principles stating their
prima facie rightness or wrongness gua having the different
characteristics they do have; and even if we could (as we cannot)
apprehend the extent to which an act will tend on the one hand,
for example, to bring about advantages for our benefactors,
and on the other hand to bring about disadvantages for fellow
men who are not our benefactors, there is no principle by which
we can draw the conclusion that it is on the whole right or on
the whole wrong. In this respect the judgement as to the right-
ness of a particular act is just like the judgement as to the beauty
of a particular natural object or work of art. A poem is, for
instance, in respect of certain qualities beautiful and in respect
of certain others not beautiful; and our judgement as to the
degree of beauty it possesses on the whole is never reached by
logical reasoning from the apprehension of its particular beauties
or particular defects. Both in this and in the moral case we
have more or less probable opinions which are not logically
justified conclusions from the general principles that are recog-
nized as self-evident.

There is therefore much truth in the description of the right
act as a fortunate act. If we cannot be certain that it is right, it
is our good fortune if the act we do is the right act. This con-
sideration does not, however, make the doing of our duty a
mere matter of chance. There is a parallel here between the
doing of duty and the doing of what will be to our personal
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advantage. We never know what act will in the long run be to
our advantage. Yet it is certain that we are more likely in
general to secure our advantage if we estimate to the best of
our ability the probable tendencies of our actions in this respect,
than if we act on caprice. And similarly we are more likely to
do our duty if we reflect to the best of our ability on the prima
Jfacie rightness or wrongness of various possible acts in virtue
of the characteristics we perceive them to have, than if we act
without reflection. With this greater likelihood we must be
content.

Many people would be inclined to say that the right act for
me is not that whose general nature I have been describing,
viz. that which if I were omniscient I should see to be my duty,
but that which on all the evidence available to me 1 should
think to be my duty. But suppose that from the state of partial
knowledge in which I think act 4 to be my duty, I could pass
to a state of perfect knowledge in which I saw act B to be my
duty, should I not say ‘act B was the right act for me to do’?
I should no doubt add ‘though I am not to be blamed for doing
act A'. But in adding this, am I not passing from the question
‘what is right’ to the question ‘what is morally good’? At the
same time I am not making the full passage from the one notion
to the other; for in order that the act should be morally good,
or an act  am not to be blamed for doing, it must not merely be
the act which it is reasonable for me to think my duty; it must
also be done for that reason, or from some other morally good
motive. Thus the conception of the right act as the act which
it is reasonable for me to think my duty is an unsatisfactory
compromise between the true notion of the right act and the
notion of the morally good action.”

The general principles of duty are obviously not self-evident
from the beginning of our lives. How do they come to be so?
The answer is, that they come to be self-evident to us just as
mathematical axioms do. We find by experience that this
couple of matches and that couple make four matches,
that this couple of balls on a wire and that couple make
four balls: and by reflection on these and similar discoveries
we come to see that it is of the nature of two and two to
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make four. In a precisely similar way, we see the prima
facie rightness of an act which would be the fulfilment of
a particular promise, and of another which would be the ful-
filment of another promise, and when we have reached sufficient
maturity to think in general terms, we apprehend prima facie
rightness to belong to the nature of any fulfilment of promise.
What comes first in time is the apprehension of the self-
evident prima facie rightness of an individual act of a particular
type. From this we come by reflection to apprehend the self-
evident general principle of prima facie duty. From this, too,
perhaps along with the apprehension of the self-evident prima
facie rightness of the same act in virtue of its having another
characteristic as well, and perhaps in spite of the apprehension
of its prima facie wrongness in virtue of its having some third
characteristic, we come to believe something not self-evident
at all, but an object of probable opinion, viz. that this particular
act is (not prima facie but) actually right.

In this respect there is an important difference between
rightness and mathematical properties. A triangle which is
isosceles necessarily has two of its angles equal, whatever other
characteristics the triangle may have—whatever, for instance,
be its area, or the size of its third angle. The equality of the
two angles is a parti-resultant attribute.! And the same is true
of all mathematical attributes. It is true, I may add, of prima
facie rightness. But no act is ever, in virtue of falling under
some general description, necessarily actually right; its right-
ness depends on its whole nature 2 and not on any element in it.
The reason is that no mathematical object (no figure, for instance,
or angle) ever has two characteristics that tend to give it oppo-
site resultant characteristics, while moral acts often (asevery one
knows) and indeed always (as on reflection we must admit)
have different characteristics that tend to make them at the
same time prima facie right and prima facie wrong; there is

t Cf. pp. 28, 122~3.

3 To avoid complicating unduly the statement of the general view [ am purting
forward, I have here rather overstated it. Any act is the ongination of a great variety
of things many of which make no difference to its rightness or wrongness. But there
are always many elements in its nature (i. e. in what it is the origination of ) that make
a difference to its rightness or wrongness, and no element in its nature can be dismissed
without consideration as indifferent,



34 WHAT MAKES RIGHT ACTS RIGHT?

probably no act, for instance, which does good to any one
without doing harm to some one else, and vice versa,

Supposing it to be agreed, as I think on reflection it must,
that no one means by ‘right’ just ‘productive of the best possible
consequences’, or ‘optimific’, the attributes ‘right’ and ‘opti-
mific’ might stand in either of two kinds of relation to each
other. (1) They might be so related that we could apprehend
a priori, either immediately or deductively, that any act that
is optimific is right and any act that is right is optimific, as we
can apprehend that any triangle that is equilateral is equiangular
and wvice versa. Professor Moore’s view is, 1 think, that the
coextensiveness of ‘right’ and ‘optimific’ is apprehended im-
mediately,’ He rejects the possibility of any proof of it. Or
(2) the two attributes might be such that the question whether
they are invariably connected had to be answered by means of
an inductive inquiry. Now at first sight it might seem as if the
constant connexion of the two attributes could be immediately
apprehended. It might seem absurd to suggest that it could be
right for any one to do an act which would produce conse-
quences less good than those which would be produced by
some other act in his power. Yet a little thought will convince
us that this is not absurd. The type of case in which it is easiest
to see that this is so is, perhaps, that in which one has made a
promise. In such a case we all think that prima facie it is our
duty to fulfil the promise irrespective of the precise goodness
of the total consequences. And though we do not think it is
necessarily our actual or absolute duty to do so, we are far from
thinking that any, even the slightest, gain in the value of the
total consequences will necessarily justify us in doing some-
thing else instead. Suppose, to simplify the case by abstraction,
that the fulfilment of a promise to 4 would produce 1,000 units
of good 2 for him, but that by doing some other act I could
produce 1,001 units of good for B, to whom I have made no

t Erkics, 181,

* 1 am assuming that good is objectively quantitative (cf. pp. 142—4), but not that
we can accurately assign an exact quantitative measure to it. Since it is of adefinite

amount, we can make the supposition that its amount is so-and-so, though we cannot
with any confidence assert that it is.



WHAT MAKES RIGHT ACTS RIGHT? 39

promise, the other consequences of the two acts being of equal
value; should we really think it self-evident that it was our
duty to do the second act and not the first? I think not, We
should, I fancy, hold that only a much greater disparity of
value between the total consequences would justify us in failing
to discharge our prima facie duty to 4. After all, a promise is
a promise, and is not to be treated so lightly as the theory we
are examining would imply. What, exactly, a promise is, is
not so easy to determine, but we are surely agreed that it con-
stitutes a serious moral limitation to our freedom of action,
To produce the 1,001 units of good for B rather than fulfil our
promise to 4 would be to take, not perhaps our duty as phil-
anthropists too seriously, but certainly our duty as makers of
promises too lightly.

Or consider another phase of the same problem. If I have
promised to confer on 4 a particular benefit containing 1,000
units of good, is it self-evident that if by doing some different
act I could produce 1,001 units of good for 4 himself (the
other consequences of the two acts being supposed equal in
value), it would be right for me to do so? Again, I think not.
Apart from my general prima facie duty to do 4 what good I
can, I have another prima facte duty to do him the particular
service | have promised to do him, and this is not to be set
aside in consequence of a disparity of good of the order of
1,001 t0 1,000, though a much greater disparity might justify
me in so doing,

Or again, suppose that 4 is a very good and B a very bad
man, should I then, even when I have made no promise, think
it self-evidently right to produce 1,001 units of good for B
rather than 1,000 for 4?2 Surely not. I should be sensible of
a prima facie duty of justice, i.e. of producing a distribution of
goods in proportion to merit, which is not outweighed by
such a slight disparity in the total goods to be produced.

Such instances—and they might easily be added to-—make
it clear that there is no self-evident connexion between the
attributes ‘right’ and ‘optimific’. The theory we are examining
has a certain attractiveness when applied to our decision that
a particular act is our duty (though I have tried to show that
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it does not agree with our actual moral judgements even here).
But it is not even plausible when applied to our recognition
of prima facie duty. For if it were self-evident that the right
coincides with the optimific, it should be self-evident that what
is prima facie right is prima facte optimific. But whereas we are
certain that keeping a promise is prima facie right, we are
not certain that it is prima facie optimific (though we are per-
hapscertain thatit is prima facie bonific). Ourcertainty that it is
prima facie right depends not on its consequences but on its
being the fulfilment of a promise. The theory we are examining
involves too much difference between the evident ground of
our conviction about prima facie duty and the alleged ground
of our conviction about actual duty.

The coextensiveness of the right and the optimific is, then,
not self-evident. And I can see no way of proving it deduc-
tively; nor, so far as I know, has any one tried to do so. There
remains the question whether it can be established inductively.
Such an inquiry, to be conclusive, would have to be very
thorough and extensive, We should have to take a large variety
of the acts which we, to the best of our ability, judge to be
right. We should have to trace as far as possible their conse-
quences, not only for the persons directly affected but also for
those indirectly affected, and to these no limit can be set. To
make our inquiry thoroughly conclusive, we should have to do
what we cannot do, viz. trace these consequences into an un-
ending future. And even to make it reasonably conclusive,
we should have to trace them far into the future. It is clear
that the most we could possibly say is that a large variety of
typical acts that are judged right appear, so far as we can trace
their consequences, to produce more good than any other acts
possible to the agents in the circumstances. And such a result
falls far short of proving the constant connexion of the two
attributes, But it is surely clear that no inductive inquiry justi-
fying even this result has ever been carried through. The
advocates of utilitarian systems have been so much persuaded
either of the identity or of the self-evident connexion of the
attributes ‘right’ and ‘optimific’ (or “felicific’) that they have
not attempted even such an inductive inquiry as is possible.
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And in view of the enormous complexity of the task and the
inevitable inconclusiveness of the result, it 1s worth no one’s
while to make the attempt. What, after all, would be gained
by it? If, as I have tried to show, for an act to be right and to
be optimific are not the same thing, and an act’s being optimific
is noteven the ground ofits being right, thenif we could ask our-
selves (though the question s reallyunmeaning) which we ought
to do, right acts because they are right or optimific acts because
they are optimific, our answer must be ‘the former’. If they are
optimific as well as right, that is interesting but not morally im-
portant; if not, we still ought to do them (which is only another
way of saying that they are the right acts), and the question
whether they are optimific has no importance for moral theory.

There is one direction in which a fairly serious attempt has
been made to show the connexion of the attributes ‘right’ and
‘optimific’. One of the most evident facts of our moral con-
sciousness is the sense which we have of the sanctity of promises,
a sense which does not, on the face of it, involve the thought
that one will be bringing more good into existence by fulfilling
the promise than by breaking it. It is plain, I think, that in our
normal thought we consider that the fact that we have made a
promise is in itself sufficient to create a duty of keeping it, the
sense of duty resting on remembrance of the past promise and
not on thoughts of the future consequences of its fulfilment,
Utilitarianism tries to show that this is not so, that the sanctity
of promises rests on the good consequences of the fulfilment of
them and the bad consequences of their non-fulfilment. It
does so in this way: it points out that when you break a promise
you not only fail to confer a certain advantage on your promisee
but you diminish his confidence, and indirectly the confidence
of others, in the fulfilment of promises. You thus strike a blow
at one of the devices that have been found most useful in the
relations between man and man—the device on which, for
example, the whole system of commercial credit rests—and
you tend to bring about a state of things wherein each man,
being entirely unable to rely on the keeping of promises by
others, will have to do everything for himself, to the enormous
impoverishment of human well-being.
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To put the matter otherwise, utilitarians say that when a
promise ought to be kept it is because the total good to be pro-
duced by keeping it is greater than the total good to be
produced by breaking it, the former including as its main ele-
ment the maintenance and strengthening of general mutual
canfidence, and the latter being greatly diminished by a weaken-
ing of this confidence. They say, in fact, that the case I put
some pages back® never arises—the case in which by fulfilling
a promise I shall bring into being 1,000 units of good for my
promisee, and by breaking it 1,001 units of good for some one
else, the ather effects of the two acts being of equal value. The
other effects, they say, never are of equal value. By keeping
my promise I am helping to strengthen the system of mutual
confidence; by breaking it I am helping to weaken this; so that
really the first act produces 1,000+ x units of good, and the
second 1,001y units, and the difference between ~+x and
—y is enough to outweigh the slight superiority in the im-
mediate effects of the second act. In answer to this it may be
pointed out that there must be some amount of good that ex-
ceeds the difference between -+ x and —y (i.e. exceeds x+y);
say, x-+y+z. Let us suppose the immediate good effects of the
second act to be assessed not at 1,001 but at 1,000+ x-+y-+7.
Then its net good effects are 1,000+ x+7, i.e. greater than
those of the fulfilment of the promise; and the utilitarian is
bound to say forthwith that the promise should be broken.
Now, we may ask whether that is really the way we think about
promises? Do we really think that the production of the
slightest balance of good, no matter who will enjoy it, by the
breach of a promise frees us from the obligation to keep our
promise? We need not doubt that a system by which promises
are made and kept is one that has great advantages for the
general well-being. But that is not the whole truth. To make
a promise is not merely to adapt an ingenious device for pro-
moting the general well-being; it is to put oneself in a new
relation to one person in particular, a relation which creates
a specifically new prima facie duty to him, not reducible to the
duty of promoting the general well-being of society. By all

fp-34
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means let us try to foresee the net good effects of keeping one’s
promise and the net good effects of breaking it, but even if we
assess the first at 1,000 x and the second at 1,000+ x+7, the
question still remains whether it is not our duty to fulfil the
promise. It may be suspected, too, that the effect of a single
keeping or breaking of a promise in strengthening or weaken-
ing the fabric of mutual confidence is greatly exaggerated by
the theory we are examining. And if we suppose two men
dying together alone, do we think that the duty of one to fulfil
before he dies a promise he has made to the other would be
extinguished by the fact that neither act would have any effect
on the general confidence? Any one who holds this may be
suspected of not having reflected on what a promise is.

I conclude that the attributes ‘right’ and “optimific’ are not
identical, and that we do not know either by intuition, by de-
duction, or by induction that they coincide in their application,
still less that the latter is the foundation of the former. It must
be added, however, that if we are ever under no special
obligation such as that of fidelity to a promisee or of gratitude
to a benefactor, we ought to do what will produce most good;
and that even when we are under a special obligation the ten-
dency of acts to promote general good is one of the main factors
in determining whether they are right.

In what has preceded, a good deal of use has been made of
‘what we really think’ about moral questions; a certain theory
has been rejected because it does not agree with what we really
think. It might be said that this is in principle wrong; that we
should not be content to expound what our present moral
consciousness tells us but should aim at a criticism of our exist-
ing moral consciousness in the light of theory. Now I do not
doubt that the moral consciousness of men has in detail under-
gone a good deal of modification as regards the things we think
right, at the hands of moral theory. But if we are told, for
instance, that we should give up our view that there is a special
obligatoriness attaching to the keeping of promises because it
is self-evident that the only duty is to produce as much good as
possible, we have to ask ourselves whether we really, when we
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reflect, are convinced that this is self-evident, and whether we
really can get rid of our view that promise-keeping has a bind-
ingness independent of productiveness of maximum good. In
my own experience I find that I cannot, in spite of a very genuine
attempt to do so; and I venture to think that most people will
find the same, and that just because they cannot lose the sense
of special obligation, they cannot accept as self-evident, or even
as true, the theory which would require them to do so. In fact
it seems, on reflection, self-evident that a promise, simply as
such, is something that prima facie ought to be kept, and it
does not, on reflection, seem self-evident that production of
maximum good is the only thing that makes an act obligatory.
And to ask us to give up at the bidding of a theory our actual
apprehension of what is right and what is wrong seems like
asking people to repudiate their actual experience of beauty,
at the bidding of a theory which says ‘only that which satisfies
such and such conditions can be beautiful’. If what I have
called our actual apprehension is (as I would maintain that it
is) truly an apprehension, i.e. an instance of knowledge, the
request is nothing less than absurd. ,

I would maintain, in fact, that what we are apt to describe
as ‘what we think’ about moral questions contains a consider-
able amount that we do not think but know, and that this forms
the standard by reference to which the truth of any moral
theory has to be tested, instead of having itself to be tested by
reference to any theory. I hope that I have in what precedes
indicated what in my view these elements of knowledge are
that are involved in our ordinary moral consciousness.

It would be a mistake to found a natural science on ‘what we
really think’, i.e. on what reasonably thoughtful and well-
educated people think about the subjects of the science before
they have studied them scientifically. For such opinions are
interpretations, and often misinterpretations, of sense-ex-
perience; and thé man of science must appeal from these to
sense-experience itself, which furnishes his real data. In ethics
no such appeal is possible. We have no more direct way of
access to the facts about rightness and goodness and about
what things are right or good, than by thinking about them;
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the moral convictions of thoughtful and well-educated people
are the data of ethics just as sense-perceptions are the data of a
natural science. Just as some of the latter have to be rejected
as illusory, so have some of the former; but as the latter are
rejected only when they are in conflict with other more accurate
sense-perceptions, the former are rejected only when they are
in conflict with other convictions which stand better the test of
reflection. The existing body of moral convictions of the best
people is the cumulative product of the moral reflection of many
generations, which has developed an extremely delicate power
of appreciation of moral distinctions; and this the theorist
cannot afford to treat with anything other than the greatest
respect. The verdicts of the moral consciousness of the best
people are the foundation on which he must build; though he
must first compare them with one another and eliminate any
contradictions they may contain, ‘

It is worth while to try to state more definitely the nature of
the acts that are right. We may try to state first what (if any-
thing) is the universal nature of o/ acts that are right, It is
obvious that any of the acts that we do has countless effects,
directly or indirectly, on countless people, and the probability
is that any act, however right it be, will have adverse effects
(though these may be very trivial) on some innocent people.
Similarly, any wrong act will probably have beneficial effects
on some deserving people. Every act therefore, viewed in
some aspects, will be prima facie right, and viewed in others,
prima facie wrong, and right acts can be distinguished from
wrong acts only as being those which, of all those possible for
the agent in the circumstances, have the greatest balance of
prima facie rightness, in those respects in which they are prima
facie right, over their prima facie wrongness, in those respects
in which they are prima facie wrong—prima facie rightness
and wrongness being understood in the sense previously ex-
plained. For the estimation of the comparative stringency of
these prima facie obligations no general rules can, so far as I can
see, be laid down. We can only say that a great deal of strin-
gency belongs to the duties of ‘perfect obligation’—the duties
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of keeping our promises, of repairing wrongs we havedone, and
of returning the equivalent of services we have received. For
the rest, év rjj alofijoe 1) xplows.! This sense of our particular
duty in particular circumstances, preceded and informed by
the fullest reflection we can bestow on the act in all its bearings,
is highly fallible, but it is the only guide we have to our duty.

When we turn to consider the nature of individual right
acts, the first point to which attention should be called is that
any act may be correctly described in an indefinite, and in
principle infinite, number of ways. An act is the production
of a change in the state of affairs (if we ignore, for simplicity’s
sake, the comparatively few cases in which it is the maintenance
of an existing state of affairs; cases which, I think, raise no
special difficulty). Now the only changes we can directly pro-
duce are changes in our own bodies or in our own minds. But
these are not, as such, what as a rule we think it our duty to
produce. Consider some comparatively simple act, such as
telling the truth or fulfilling a promise. %rn the first case what I
produce directly is movements of my vocal organs. But what
I think it my duty to produce is a true view in some one else’s
mind about some fact, and between my movement of my vocal
organs and this result there intervenes a series of physical events
and events in his mind. Again, in the second case, I may have
promised, for instance, to return a book to a friend. I may be
able, by a series of movements of my legs and hands, to place
it in his hands. But what I am just as likely to do, and to think
I have done my duty in doing, is to send it by a messenger or
to hand it to his servant or to send it by post; and in each of
these cases what 1 do directly is worthless in itself and is con-
nected by a series of intermediate links with what I do think it
is my duty to bring about, viz. his receiving what I have
promised to return to him, This being so, it seems as if what
1 do has no obligatoriness in itself and as if one or other of three
accounts should be given of the matter, each of which makes
rightness not belong to what I do, considered in its own nature.

(x) One of them would be that what is obligatory is not
doing anything in the natural sense of producing any change

3 “The decision rests with perception”. Arist, Nic. Eth. 1109 b 23, 1126b 4.
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in the state of affairs, but aiming at something-—at, for instance,
my friend’s reception of the book. But this account will not do.
For (@) to aim at something is to act from a motive consisting
of the wish to bring that thing about. But we have seen? that
motive never forms part of the content of our duty; if anything
is certain about morals, that, I think, is certain. And (8) if 1
have promised to return the book to my friend, I obviously do
not fulfil my promise and do my duty merely by aiming at his
receiving the book; I must see that he actually receives it
(2) A more plausible account is that which says I must do that
which is likely to produce the result. But this account is open
to the second of these objections, and probably also to the first.
For in the first place, however likely my act may seem, even on
careful consideration, and even however likely it may in fact be,
to produce the result, if it does not produce it I have not done
what I promised to do, i.e. have not done my duty. And
secondly, when it is said that I ought to do what is likely to
produce the result, what is probably meant is that I ought to do
a certain thing as a result of the wish to produce a certain result,
and of the thought that my act is likely to produce it; and this
again introduces motive into the content of duty. (3) Much the
most plausible of the three accounts is that which says, ‘T ought
to do that which will actually produce a certain result.” This
escapes objection (8). Whether it escapes objection (a) or not
depends on what exactly is meant. If it is meant that I ought
to do a certain thing from the wish to produce a certain result
and the thought that it will do so, the account is still open to
objection (). But if it is meant simply that I ought to do a
certain thing, and that the reason why I ought to do it is that it
will produce a certain result, objection (a) is avoided. Now
this account in its second form is that which utilitarianism
gives. It says what is right is certain acts, not certain acts
motivated in a certain way; and it says that acts are never right
by their own nature but by virtue of the goodness of their
actual results. And this account is, I think, clearly nearer the
truth than one which makes the rightness of an act depend on
the goodness of either the intended or the likely results.

Z pp. §-6.
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Nevertheless, this account appears not to be the true one.
For it implies that what we consider right or our duty is what
we do directly. It is this, e.g. the packing up and posting of
the book, that derives its moral significance not from its own
nature but from its consequences. But this is not what we
should describe, strictly, as our duty; our duty is to fulfil our
promise, i.e. to put the book into our friend’s possession. This
we consider obligatory in its own hature, just because it is a
fulfilment of promise, and not because otl its consequences.
But, it might be replied by the utilitarian, I do not do this; I
only do something that leads up to this, and what I do has no
moral significance in itself but only because of its consequences.
In answer to this, however, we may point out that a cause
produces not only its immediate, but also its remote conse-
quences, and the latter no less than the former. I, therefore,
not only produce theimmediate movements of parts of my body
but also my friend’s reception of the book, which results from
these. Or, if this be objected to on the grounds that I can hardly
be said to have produced my friend’s reception of the book
when I have packed and posted it, owing to the time that has
still to elapse before he receives it, and that to say I have pro-
duced the result hardly does justice to the part played by the
Post Office, we may at least say that I have secured my friend’s
reception of the book. What I do is as truly describable in this
way as by saying that it is the packing and posting of a book.
(It is equally truly describable in many other ways; e.g. I have
provided a few moments’ employment for Post Office officials.
But this is irrelevant to the argument.) And if we ask ourselves
whether it is gua the packing and posting of a book, or qua the
securing of my friend’s getting what I have promised to return
to him, that my action is right, it is clear that it is in the second
capacity that it is right; and in this capacity, the only capacity
in which it is right, it is right by its own nature and not because
of its consequences.

This account may no doubt be objected to, on the ground
that we are ignoring the freedom of will of the other agents—
the sorter and the postman, for instance—who are equally
responsible for the result. Society, it may be said, is not like a
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machine, in which event follows event by rigorous necessity.
Some one may, for instance, in thé exercise of his freedom of
will, steal the book on the way. But it is to be observed that I
have excluded that case, and any similar case. Iam dealing with
the case in which I secure my friend’s receiving the book; and
if he does not receive it I have not secured his receiving it. If
on the other hand the book reaches its destination, that alone
shows that, the system of things being what it is, the trains by
which the book travels and the railway lines along which it
travels being such as they are and subject to the laws they are
subject to, the postal officials who handle it being such as they
are, having the motives they have and being subject to the
psychological laws they are subject to, my posting the book
was the one further thing which was sufficient to procure my
friend’s receiving it. If it had not been sufficient, the result
would not have followed. The attainment of the result proves
the suficiency of the means, The objection in fact rests on the
supposition that there can be unmotived action, i.e. an event
without a cause, and may be refuted by reflection on the uni-
versality of the law of causation.

It is equally true that non-attainment of the result proves
the insuficiency of the means. If the book had been destroyed
in a railway accident or stolen by a dishonest postman, that
would prove that my immediate act was not suflicient to pro-
duce the desired result. We get the curious consequence that
however carelessly I pack or dispatch the book, if it comes to
hand I have done my duty, and however carefully I have acted,
if the book does not come to hand I have not done my duty.
Success and failure are the only test, and a sufficient test, of the
performance of duty. Of course, I should deserve more praise
in the second case than in the first; but thatis an entirely different
question; we must not mix up the question of right and wrong
with that of the morally good and the morally bad, And that
our conclusion is not as strange as at first sight it might seem
is shown by the fact that if the carelessly dispatched book
comes to hand, it is not my duty to send another copy, while
if the carefully dispatched book does not come to hand I must
send another copy to replace it. In the first case I have not my
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duty still to do, which shows that I have done it; in the second
I have it still to do, which shows that I have not done it.

We have reached the result that my act is right qua being an
ensuring of one of the particular states of affairs of which it is
an ensuring, Viz., in the case we have taken, of my friend’s
receiving the book I have promised to return to him. But this
answer requires some correction; for it refers only to the prima
facie rightness of my act. If to be a fulfilment of promise were
a sufficient ground of the rightness of an act, all fulfilments of
promises would be right, whereas it seems clear that there are
cases in which some other prima facie duty overrides the prima
facie duty of fulfilling a promise. The more correct answer
would be that the ground of the actual righmess of the act is
that, of all acts possible for the agent in the circumstances, it
is that whose prima facie rightness in the respects in which it is
prima facie right most outweighs its prima facie wrongness in
any respects in which it is primae facie wrong. But since its
prima facie rightness is mainly due to its being a fulfilment of
promise, we may call its being so the salient element in the
ground of its rightness.

Subject to this qualification, then, it is as being the produc-
tion (or if we prefer the word, the securing or ensuring) of the
reception by my friend of what I have promised him (or in
other words as the fulfilment of my promise) that my act is
right. It is not right as a packing and posting of a book. The
packing and posting of the book is only incidentally right,
right only because it is a fulfilment of promise, which is what is
directly or essentially right.

Our duty, then, is not to do certain things which will pro-
duce certain results. Our acts, at any rate our acts of special
obligation, are not right because they will produce certain
results—which is the view common to all forms of utilita-
rianism. To say that is to say that in the case in question what
is essentially right is to pack and post a book, whereas what is
essentially right is to secure the possession by my friend of
what I have promised to return to him. An act is not right
because it, being one thing, produces good results different from
itself; it is right because it is itself the production of a certain
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state of affairs. Such production is right in itself, apart from
any consequence.

But, it might be said, this analysis applies only to acts of
special obligation; the utilitarian account still holds good for
the acts in which we are not under a special obligation to any
person or set of persons but only under that of augmenting the
general good. Now merely to have established that there are
special obligations to do certain things irrespective of their con-
sequences would be already to have made a considerable breach
in the utilitarian walls; for according to utilitarianism there is
no such thing, there is only the single obligation to promote
the general good. But, further, on reflection it is clear that just
as (in the case we have taken) my act is not only the packing
and posting of a book but the fulfilling of a promise, and just
as it is in the latter capacity and not in the former that it is my
duty, so an act whereby I augment the general good is not only,
let us say, the writing of a begging letter on behalf of a hospital,
but the producing (or ensuring) of whatever good ensues
therefrom, and it is in the latter capacity and not in the former
that it is right, if it & right. That which is right is right not
because it is an act, one thing, which will produce another
thing, an increase of the general welfare, but because it is itself
the producing of an increase in the general welfare. Or, to
qualify this in the necessary way, its being the production of an
increase in the general welfare is the salient element in the
ground of its rightness. Just as before we were led to recognize
the prima facie rightness of the fulfilment of promises, we are
now led to recognize the prima facie rightness of promoting
the general welfare. In both cases we have to recognize the
intrinsic rightness of a certain type of act, not depending on its
consequences but on its own nature.
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APPENDIX 1
RIGHTS

A general discussion of right or duty would hardly be com-
plete without some discussion, even if only a brief one, of the
closely related subject of rights. It is commonly said that
rights and duties are correlative, and it is worth while to inquire
whether and, if at all, in what sense this is true. The statement
may stand for any one, or any combination, of the following
logically independent statements:

(1) A right of A4 against & implies a duty of 5 to 4.
(2) A duty of B to 4 implies a right of 4 against 5.
(3) A right of A4 against & implies a duty of 4to B.
(4) A duty of 4 to B implies a right of 4 against B.

What is asserted in (1) is that 4’s having a right to have a
certain individual act done to him by & implies a duty for B
to do that act to A; (2) asserts the converse implication; what
is meant by (3) is that 4’s having a right to have a certain act
done to him by B implies a duty for 4 to do another act to B,
which act may be either a similar act (as where the right of
having the truth told to one implies the duty of telling the
truth) or a different sort of act (as where the right to obedience
implies the duty of governing well}; (4) asserts the converse
implication.

Of these four propositions the first appears to be unquestion-
ably true; a right in one being against another is a right to treat
or be treated by that other in a certain way, and this plainly
implies a duty for the other to behave ina certain way. But there
is a certain consideration which throws doubt on the other three
propositions. This arises from the fact that we have duties to
animals and to infants. The latter case is complicated by the
fact that infants, while they are not (so we commonly believe)
actual moral agents, are potential moral agents, so that the duty
of parents, for instance, to support them may be said to be
counterbalanced by a duty which is not incumbent on the
infants at the time but will be incumbent on them later, to obey
and care for their parents. We had better therefore take the
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less complicated case of animals, which we commonly suppose
not to be even potential moral agents.

It may of course be denied that we have duties to animals.
The view held by some writers is that we have duties concern-
ing animals but not to them, the theory being that we have a
duty to behave humanely to our fellow men, and that we should
behave humanely to animals simply for fear of creating a dis-
position in ourselves which will make us tend to be cruel to
our fellow men. Professor D. G. Ritchie, for instance, implies
that we have not a duty to animals except in a sense like that
in which the owner of an historic house may be said to have a
duty to the house.! Now the latter sense is, I suppose, purely
metaphorical. We may in a fanciful mood think of a noble
house as if it were a conscious being having feelings which we
are bound to respect. But we do not really think thatit has them.
I suppose that the duty of the owner of an historic house is
essentially a duty to his contemporaries and to posterity; and
he may also think it is a duty to his ancestors. On the other
hand, if we think we ought to behave in a certain way to ani-
mals, it is out of consideration primarily for their feelings that
we think we ought to behave so; we do not think of them
merely as a practising-ground for virtue. It is because we think
their pain a bad thing that we think we should not gratuitously
cause it. AndIsuppose that to say we have a duty to so-and-so
is the same thing as to say that we have a duty, grounded on
facts relating to them, to behave in a certain way towards them.

Now if we have a duty to animals, and they have not a duty
to us (which seems clear, since they are not moral agents), the
first and last of our four propositions cannot both be true, since
(4) implies that a duty of men to animals involves a right of
men against animals, and (1) implies that this involves a duty
of animals to men, and therefore (4) and (1) together imply
that a duty of men to animals involves a duty of animals to men.
And since the first proposition is clearly true, the fourth must
be false; it cannot be true that a duty of 4 to B necessarily
involves a right of A against B. Similarly, the second and third
propositions cannot both be true; for (2) and (3) taken together

Y Natural Rights, 108,
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imply that a duty of men to animals involves a duty of animals
to men, But here itis not so clear which of the two propositions
is true; for it is not clear whether we should say that though we
have a duty to animals they have no right against us, or that
though they have a right against us they have no duty to us.
If we take the first view, we are implying that in order to have
rights, just as much as in order to have duties, it is necessary to
be a moral agent. If we take the second view, we are implying
that while only moral agents have duties, the possession of a
nature capable of feeling pleasure and pain is all that is needed
in order to have rights. It is not at all clear which is the true
view. On the whole, since we mean by a right something that
can be justly claimed, we should probably say that animals
have not rights, not because the claim to humane treatment
would not be just if it were made, but because they cannot
make it. But the doubt which we here find about the applica-
tion of the term ‘rights’ is characteristic of the term. There are
other ways too in which its application is doubtful. Even if we
hold that it is our duty not merely to do what is just to others
but to promote their welfare beyond what justice requires, it
is not at all clear that we should say they have a right to benefi-
cent treatment over and above what is just. We haveatendency
to think that not every duty incumbent on one person involves
aright in another.

This characteristic of our way of thinking about rights has
been fastened upon by theory. Green, for instance, divides the
whole region of duty into three parts: (1) moral duties which
involve no rights on the other side, (2) obligations involving
such rights, both obligations and rights being included in the
jus naturae and being such as should be legally recognized,
(3) legal obligations involving legal rights on the other side.!
He describes the rights in class (2)—what I will for brevity call
moral rights—as sharing with legal rights the characteristic of
depending for their existence on some form of general recogni-
tion. The recognition in the latter case consists in the making
of a law; in the former it consists simply in a general state of
public opinion. Now it is plainly wrong to describe either

1 Principles of Political Obligation, §§ 10, 11.
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legal or moral rights as depending for their existence on their
recognition, for to recognize a thing (in the sense in which
‘recognize’ is here used) is to recognize it as existing already.
The promulgation of a law is not the recognition of a legal
right, but the creation of it, though it may imply the recognition
of an already existing moral right. And to make the existence
of a moral right depend on its being recognized is equally mis-
taken. It would imply that slaves, for instance, acquired the
moral rightto be free only at the moment whenamajority of man-
kind, or of some particular community, formed the opinion that
they ought to be free, i.e. whenthe particular person whose con-
version to this view changed a minority into a majority changed
his mind. Such a view, of course, cannot be consistently main-
tained, and we find Green implying in successive sections that
social recognition is indispensable to the existence of rights,*
and that the slave has a right to citizenship though this right is
not recognized by society.? In the latter passage we see the
true Green, the passionate lover of liberty, reacting against the
theory of the previous page. Some may think that slavery
is not wrong; but every one will admit that there are certain
forms of treatment of others which are wrong and which the
sufferer has the right to have removed, whether this right is
recognized by society or not,

There is, however, to be found in Green another view which
is less clearly false. According to this, the existence of a right
is made to depend not on the recognition of it but on the recog-
nition of a power in the person in question to seek an end com-
mon to all the citizens of a community.3 This avoids the patent
error of making the existence of a right depend on its being
recognized to exist. Yet like the former view it makes a moral
right depend not on the nature of a given person and his rela-
tions to his fellows, but on what people think about them, i.e.
on what a majority of the community think about them. But

! ‘A claim to which reality is given by social recognition, and thus implicitly a
right’ (§ 139). Cf. *This recognition of a power, in some way or other, as that which
should be, s alwuys necessary 1o render it a right’ (§ 23). ‘Riglits are made by recogni-
tion. There is no right “but thinking makes it so™ ’ (§ 136).

2 § 140 implies that the slave’s right to citizenship is founded on his possessing a
common humnan consciousness with the citizens of the state.

: Cfoeg §§ 23, 26
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though the existence of legal rights depends on the degree of
enlightenment of the community, the existence of moral rights
plainly does not, but on the nature and relations of the persons
concerned.

Green’s theory seems to have arisen as follows. He starts
his historical survey with Hobbes and Spinoza, both of whom
identify right with power. A /egal right may be identified with
a certain kind of power; it is the power of getting certain things
not by one’s own brute force but by the aid of the law. Green
seems to have tried to get a theory of moral rights by making
a similar amendment of the bare identification of right with
power; and he accordingly identifies them with the power of
getting certain things not by one’s own brute force nor by the
aid of the law but by the aid of public opinion;instead of saying,
what is surely evident, that a moral right is not a power at all.
Yet there are elements in his account which point to a truer
theory; e.g. ‘a “right” is anideal attribution (“ideal” in the sense
of not being sensibly verifiable)’.! Now whether a given society
recognizes a particular right is, I take it, sensibly verifiable in
the sense in which Green here insists that a right is not. What
is not sensibly verifiable is whether the society is justified in
recognizing the right, and this depends on whether the right
is there antecedently to society’s recognition of it. Thus the
insistence that a right is not sensibly verifiable points to an
objective theory of rights; but unfortunately Green follows
this clue no farther.

If we eliminate the possibility of holding that animals have
rights, by saying that only that which hasamoral nature can have
a right, our main doubt with regard to the correlation of rights
and duties is on the question whether there is a right to benefi-
cence. It is obvious that a man has a right to just treatment, and
it is commonly agreed that he has a right to have promises made
to him fulfilled; it is less generally agreed that he has a right to
beneficent treatment, even when it is admitted that it is our
duty to treat him beneficently.

Some would even say that to treat others beneficently is to
go beyond our duty. But probably this statement rests on a

1§38,
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mere confusion. We usually oppose justice to benevolence.
But while treating a man justly is commonly understood to
mean doing certain things to him (paying our debts to him,
and the like), irrespective of the spirit in which we do them,
treating him benevolently obviously means doing certain
things to him from goodwill. And it is rightly felt that there
is a great difference between the two things, and it is found
natural to say that the one implies, and the other does not, a
right on the other side, and (by some people) even to say that
the one is a duty and the other is not. But if we will distinguish
between doing what is just and doing it in the spirit of justice,
and between doing what is beneficent and doing it in the spirit
of beneficence, then (in accordance with the principle that it is
always acts, and not acts from a certain motive, that are our
duty) it is clear that it is not our duty to act in the spirit of
justice, any more than in the spirit of beneficence, and that it
1s our duty to do what is beneficent, as it is our duty to do what
is just.

If we are clear on this point, our main objection to saying
that the other person has a right to beneficence disappears. |
do not say that our whole objection disappears; for there hangs
about the notion of a ‘right’ the notion of its being not only
something which one person should in decency respect but
also something which the other person can in decency claim,
and we feel that there is something indecent in the making of a
claim to beneficence.

These doubts about the application of the term ‘right’ appear
to spring from the fact that ‘right’ (the noun) does not stand
for a purely moral notion. It began, I suppose, by standing for
a legal notion, and its usage has broadened out so as to include
certain things that cannot be claimed at law; but its usage has
not yet broadened out so much as to become completely cor-
relative to duty. Once we start on the process of broadening
it out, however, there seems to be no secure resting-place short
of this.

Returning now to the four propositions about the correla-
tivity of duties and rights, it seems that with regard to the
second proposition, ‘A duty of B to A implies a right of 4
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against B (which has latterly been the subject of our discussion),
we should say (1) that this is not true when 4 is not a moral
agent, and (2) that it is true when A is a moral agent (even if
the duty be the duty of beneficent action). And since our only
doubt about the third proposition, ‘A right of 4 against £
implies a duty of 4 to B, arises from dur doubt whether ani-
mals have not rights, if we agree that animals have not rights
we need not doubt the truth of this proposition. It is this pro-
position, above all, that has been maintained by those who have
insisted on the correlativity of rights and duties; for this was
maintained essentially against the belief that men have ‘natural
rights’ in a state of nature in which they have no duties.

A further problem, however, awaits us, viz. whether a failure
to do one’s duty involves a corresponding loss of right. Or
rather, as we have found the meaning of ‘rights’ more doubtful
than that of ‘duties’, it will be more profitable to omit any
reference to rights, and put our question in the form, ‘if 4 fails
in his duty to B, does that put an end to B’s duty to 47 In
some cases we seem to be clear that this is so. If a tradesman
sends me goods inferior to those I chose in his shop, I am not
morally, any more than legally, bound to pay him the full
price; I may return the goods and pay nothing, or (with his
consent) keep them and pay a lower price. And in general any
duty arising out of a contract is cancelled by non-fulfilment of
the corresponding duty on the other side. In other cases we
are not so clear. It is not so generally agreed, for instance, that
if A4 tells lies to B, B is justified in telling lies to 4. Two blacks,
we say in such a case, do not make a white. Yet the peculiar
stringency of the duty of veracity seems to spring from an
implicit understandmg that language shall be used to convey
the real opinions of the speakers, and it would seem that a
failure to carry out the understanding on one side makes it no
longer binding on the other; and we should have small patience
with an habitual liar who insisted on strict veracity in others.
It must be admitted that a man who has deceived me has de-
stroyed what would have been the main reason for its being my
duty to tell him the truth. But we should probably hesitate to
say that by his breach of the implicit understanding my duty
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to tell him the truth has been entirely destroyed, as by the
tradesman’s breach of contract my duty to pay him has been
destroyed. Various reasons help to account for this. For one
thing, it is likely that by deceiving a liar I may indirectly deceive
innocent people; for another, the consequences for my own
character are likely to be particularly dangerous. But the main
reason probably lies elsewhere. Before the contract was made
between my tradesman and me, there was no duty incumbent
on me of paying him this sum of money. I had a general duty
to promote the good of all men, but there was no obvious
reason for supposing that this could be best done by trans-
ferring this sum of money to him. But even before the implicit
undertaking to tell the truth was established I had a duty not to
tell lies, since to tell lies is prime facie to do a positive injury to
another person. Since this duty does not rest on contract, it is
not abolished by the breach of contract, and therefore while a
person who has been deceived by another is justified in refusing
to answer his questions, he is not justified in telling him lies,
Yet that this forms only a small part of the stringency of the
duty of truthfulness may be inferred from the leniency with
which we should judge deceit, in a case in which no implicit
undertaking to tell the truth has been established, e.g. when a
civilized man deceives a savage whom he has just met for the
first time, or vice versa, or when one of two savages belonging
to different tribes deceives the other. Deceit is much more
venial in such a case, because the offender has no reason to
suppose that the other is not deceiving, or going to deceive,
int.

Taking, then, the obvious division between duties arising
out of contract and those that arise otherwise, we must say
that while the former are cancelled by breach of the contract
on the other side, the latter are not cancelled by the bad be-
haviour of the other person. It would also seem, from a con-
sideration of our actual moral judgements, that the former
type of duty is the more stringent of the two.

Now the distinction between the rights corresponding to
duties that arise out of contract, and the rights corresponding
to other duties, may be quite suitably expressed as a distinction
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between contractual and natural rights, and the notion of
natural rights as a distinct class may thus be vindicated, if it be
cut free from the belief which has been so often bound up with
it, that there are rights in a state of nature, i.e. in a state in which
there are no duties. Such a belief is made possible for Hobbes
only by a complete confusion between rights and powers,
amounting to an express identification of the two.

APPENDIX 1
PUNISHMENT

In connexion with the discussion of rights it is proper to
consider a question which has always interested and usually
puzzled moralists, and which forms a crucial example for the
testing of moral theories—the question of punishment. A
utilitarian theory, whether of the hedonistic or of the ‘ideal’
kind, if it justifies punishment at all, is bound to justify it solely
on the ground of the effects it produces. The suffering of pain
by the person who is punished is thought to be in itself a bad
thing, and the bringing of this bad thing into the world is held
to need justification, and to receive it only from the fact that
the effects are likely to be so much better than those that would
follow from his non-punishment as to outweigh the evil of his
pain. The effects usually pointed to are those of deterrence and
of reformation. In principle, then, the punishment of a guilty
person is treated by utilitarians as not different in kind from
the imposition of inconvenience, say by quarantine regulations,
on innocent individuals for the good of the community. Or
again, if a state found to be prevalent some injury to itself or to
its members that had not been legislated against, and proceeded
to punish the offenders, its action would in principle be justified
by wtilitarians in the same way as its punishment of offenders
against the law is justified by them, viz. by the good of the
community. No doubt the state would have greater difficulty
in justifying its action, for such action would produce bad
consequences which the punishment of law-breakers does not.
Butthedifference would be onlyin degree. Nay more,agovern-
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ment which found some offence against the law prevalent, and
in its inability to find the offenders punished innocent people
on the strength of manufactured evidence, would still be able
to justify its action on the same general principle as before.

Plain men, and even perhaps most people who have reflected
on moral questions, are likely to revolt against a theory which
involves such consequences, and to exclaim that there is all the
difference in the world between such action and the punish-
ment of offenders against the law. They feel the injustice of
such action by the state, and are ready to say, in the words
imputed to them by Mr. Bradley: ‘Punishment is punishment,
only when it is deserved. We pay the penalty because we owe
it, and for no other reason; and if punishment is inflicted for
any other reason whatever than because it is merited by wrong,
it is a gross immorality, a crying injustice, an abominable crime,
and not what it pretends to be. We may have regard for what-
ever considerations we please—our own convenience, the good
of society, the benefit of the offender; we are fools, and worse,
if we fail to do so. Having once the right to punish, we may
modify the punishment according to the useful and the pleasant;
but these are external to the matter, they cannot give us a right
to punish, and nothing can do that but criminal desert.” !

There is one form of utilitarian view which differs in an
important respect from that above ascribed to utilitarians.
Professor Moore admits the possibility, which follows from
his doctrine of organic unities, that punishment may not need
to be justified merely by its after-effects. He points out? that
it may well be the case that though crime is one bad thing and
pain another, the union of the two in the same person may be
a less evil than crime unpunished, and might even be a positive
good. And to this extent, while remaining perfectly consistent
with his own type of utilitarianism, he joins hands with intui-
tionists, most of whom, at any rate, would probably hold that
the combination of crime and punishment is a lesser evil than
unpunished crime.

Most intuitionists would perhaps take the view that there is
a fundamental and underivative duty to reward the virtuous

* Ethical Studies, ed. 2, 26~7. 2 Principia Ethica, 214.
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and to punish the vicious. I am inclined to diverge from this
view. Two things seem to me to be clear: that we have a prima
facie duty to do this, and that a state of affairs in which the good
are happy and the bad unhappy is better than one in which the
good are unhappy and the bad happy. Now if the first of these
is an underivative fact, the two facts are logically unconnected,
For it can be an underivative fact only if the intuitionist view
is true, and if that view is true the superiority of the one state
of affairs over the other cannot follow from the duty of pro-
ducing it, since on the intuitionist view there are duties other
than the duty of producing good. But an intuitionist may with
propriety perform the reverse derivation; he may derive the
prima facie duty of reward and punishment from the superiority
of the state of affairs produced, since he may—and, as I think,
must—admit that if a state of affairs is better than its alter-
natives there is a prima facie duty to produce it if we can.
The duty of reward and punishment seems to me to be in this
way derivative. It can be subsumed under the duty of pro-
ducing as much good as we can; though it must be remembered
that the good to be produced in this case is very different from
the other goods we recognize (say virtue, knowledge, and
pleasure), consisting as it does in a certain relative arrange-
ment of virtue, vice, pleasure, and pain.

But if we hold that there is this duty, it must be admitted
that it is one which it is very difficult for us to see our way
to performing, since we know so little about the degrees of
virtue and vice, and of happiness and unhappiness, as they
occur in our fellow men. And in particular there are two grave
objections to holding that the principle of punishing the vicious,
for the sake of doing so, is that on which the state should pro-
ceed in its bestowal of punishments.

(1) What we perceive to be good is a condition of things in
which the total pleasure enjoyed by each person in his life as a
whole is proportional to his virtue similarly taken as a whole,
Now it is by no means clear that we should help to bring about
this end by punishing particular offences in proportion to their
moral badness. Any attempt to bring about such a state of
affairs should take account of the whole character of the persons
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involved, as manifested in their life taken as a whole, and of
the happiness enjoyed by them throughout their life taken as
a whole, and it should similarly take account of the virtue taken
as a whole, and of the happiness taken as a whole, of each of
the other members of the community, and should seek to bring
about the required adjustments. In the absence of such a view
of the whole facts, the criminals that a retributive theory of
state punishment would call on us to punish for the sake
of doing so may well be persons who are more sinned against
than sinning, and may be, quite apart from our intervention,
already enjoying less happiness than a perfectly fair distribution
would allow them. The offences which the state legislates
against are only a small part of the wrong acts which are being
done every day, and a system which punishes not all wrong
acts, but only those which have been forbidden by law, and
does not attempt to reward all good acts—such an occasional
and almost haphazard system of intervention does not hold
out any good Eope of promoting the perfect proportionment
of happiness to virtue. Nor would it be in the least practicable
for the state to attempt the thorough review of the merit and
the happiness of all its members, which alone would afford a
good hope of securing this end.

(2) Even if it were practicable, it is by no means clear that
it is the business of the state to aim at this end. Such a view
belongs, I think, to an outworn view of the state, one which
identifies the state with the whole organization of the com-
munity. In contrast to this, we have come to look upon the
state as the organization of the community for a particular
purpose, that of the protection of the most important rights of
individuals, those without which a reasonably secure and com-
fortable life is impossible; and to leave the promotion of other
good ends to the efforts of individuals and of other organiza-
tions, such as churches, trade unions, learned and artistic
societies, clubs. Now it cannot, I think, be maintained that the
apportionment of happiness to merit is one of the essential
conditions to the living of a reasonably secure and comfortable
life. Life has gone on for centuries being lived with reasonable
security and comfort though states have never achieved or



6o APPENDIX I

even attempted with any degree of resolution to effect this
apportionment. And in fact for the state to make such an
attempt would seriously interfere with its discharge of its
proper work. Its proper work is that of protecting rights.
Now rights are (as we have seen) rights to be treated in certain
ways and not to be treated in certain ways from certain motives;
what the state has to take account of, therefore, is not morally
bad actions, but wrong acts, and it has to take account of them in
such a way as to diminish the chance of their repetition. And
this attempt would only be interfered with if the state were at
the same time trying to effect a proportionment of happiness
to moral worth in its members. The latter task, involving as it
would a complete review of the merit and happiness of all its
members, would involve leaving the punishment for each
offence undetermined by law, and to be determined in the light
of all the circumstances of each case; and punishment so com-
pletely undetermined in advance would be quite ineffective as
a protector of rights.

But to hold that the state has no duty of retributive punish-
ment is not necessarily to adoptautilitarian view of punishment.
It seems possible to give an account of the matter which retains
elements in punishment other than that of expediency, without
asserting that the state has any duty properly defined as theduty
of punishing moral guilt. The essential duty of the state is to
protect the most fundamental rights of individuals. Now,
rights of any human being are correlative to duties incumbent
on the owner of rights, or, to put it otherwise, to rights owned
by those against whom he has rights; and the main element in
any one’s right to life or liberty or property is extinguished by
his failure to respect the corresponding right in others.” There
is thus a distinction in kind which we all in fact recognize, but
which utilitarianism cannot admit, between the punishment of
a person who has invaded the rights of others and the infliction
of pain or restraint on one who has not. The state ought, in its
effort to maintain the rights of innocent persons, to take what
steps are necessary to prevent violations of these rights; and
the offender, by violating the life or liberty or property of

 Cf. pp. 54-5.
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another, has lost his own right to have his life, liberty, or
property respected, so that the state has no prima facie duty
to spare him, as it has a prima facie duty to spare the innocent.
It is morally at liberty to injure him as he has injured others,
or to inflict any lesser injury on him, or to spare him, exactly as
consideration both of the good of the community and of his
own good requires. If, on the other hand, a man has respected
the rights of others, there is a strong and distinctive objection
to the state’s inflicting any penalty on him with a view to the
good of the community or even to his own good. The interests
of the society may sometimes be so deeply involved as to make it
right to punish an innocent man ‘that the whole nation perish
not’. But then the prima facie duty of consulting the general
interest has proved more obligatory than the perfectly distinct
prima facie duty of respecting the rights of those who have
respected the rights of others.

This is, I believe, how most thoughtful people feel about
the affixing of penalties to the invasion of the rights of others.
They may have lost any sense they or their ancestors had that
the state should inflict retributive punishment for the sake of
doing so, but they feel that there is nevertheless a difference
of kind between the community’s right to punish people for
offences against others, and any right it may have to incon-
venience or injure innocent people in the public interest. This
arises simply from the fact that the state has a prima facie duty
not to do the latter and no such duty not to do the former.

We can, I think, help ourselves towards an understanding of
the problem by distinguishing two stages which are not usually
kept apart in discussions of it. The infliction of punishment by
the state does not, or should not, come like a bolt from the blue,
It is preceded by the making of a law in which a penalty is
affixed to a crime; or by the custom of the community and the
decisions of judges a common law gradually grows up in which
apenaltyissoafhxed. We must, I think, distinguish this stage,
that of the affixing of the penalty, from that of its infliction, and
we may ask on what principles the state or its officials should act
at each stage.

At the earlier stage a large place must be left for considera-
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tions of expediency. We do not claim that laws should be
made against all moral offences, or even against all offences by
men against their neighbours. Legislators should consider
such questions as whether a given law would be enforced if it
were made, and whether a certain type of offence is important
enough to make it worth while to set the elaborate machinery
of the law at work against it, or is better left to be punished
by the injured person or by public opinion. But even at this
stage there is one respect in which the notion of justice,
as something quite distinct from expediency, plays a part
in our thoughts about the matter. We feel sure that if a
law is framed against a certain type of offence the punish-
ment should be proportional to the offence. However
strong the temptation to commit a certain type of offence
may be, and however severe the punishment would therefore
have to be in order to be a successful deterrent, we feel certain
that it is unjust that very severe penalties should be afhixed to
very slight offences. It is difficult, no doubt, to define the
nature of the relation which the punishment should bear to the
crime. We do not see any direct moral relation to exist between
wrong-doing and suffering so that we may say directly, such
and such an offence deserves so much suffering, neither more
nor less. But we do think that the injury to be inflicted on the
offender should be not much greater than that which he has
inflicted on another. Ideally, from this peint of view, it should
be no greater. For he has lost his prima facie rights to life,
liberty, or property, only in so far as these rested on an explicit
or implicit undertaking to respect the corresponding rights in
others, and in so far as he has failed to respect those rights.
But laws must be stated in general terms, to cover a variety
of cases, and they cannot in advance affix punishments which
shall never be greater than the injury inflicted by the wrong-
doer. We are therefore content with an approximation to what
is precisely just. At the same time we recognize that this, while
it is a prima facie duty, is not the only prima facie duty of the
legislator; and that, as in the selection of offences to be legis-
lated against, so in the fixing of the penalty, he must consider
expediency, and may make the penalty more or less severe as it
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dictates. His action should, in fact, be guided by regard to the
prima facie duty of injuring wrong-doers only to the extent that
they have injured others, and also to the prima facie duty of
promoting the general interest. And I think that we quite
clearly recognize these as distinct and specifically different
elements in the moral situation. To say this is not to adopt a
compromise between the intuitionist and the utilitarian view;
for it can fairly be claimed that one of the duties we apprehend
intuitively is that of promoting the general interest so far as
we can,

When the law has been promulgated and an offence against
it committed, a new set of considerations emerges. The ad-
ministrator of the law has not to consider what is the just
punishment for the offence, nor what is the expedient punish-
ment, except when the law has allowed a scale of penalties
within which he can choose, When that is the case, he has still
to have regard to the same considerations as arose at the earlier
stage. But that, when the penalty fixed by law is determinate,
this and no other should be inflicted, and that, when a scale of

enalties is allowed, no penalty above or below the scale should
ge inflicted, depends on a prima facie duty that did not come in
at the earlier stage, viz. that of fidelity to promise. Directly, the
law is not a promise: it is a threat to the guilty, and a threat is
not a promise. The one is an undertaking to do or give to the
promisee sometning mutually understood to be advantageous
to him; the other, an announcement of intention to do to him
something mutually understood to be disadvantageous to him.
Punishment is sometimes justified on the ground that to fail to
punish is to break faith with the offender. It issaid that he hasa
right to be punished, and that not to punish him is not to treat
him with due respect as a moral agent responsible for his actions,
but as if he could not have helped doing them. Thisis, however,
not a point of view likely to be adopted by a criminal who
escapes punishment, and seems to be a somewhat artificial way
of looking at the matter, and to ignore the difference between
a threat and a promise,

But while the law is not a promise to the criminal, it is a
promise to the injured person and his friends, and to society.
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It promises to the former, in certain cases, compensation, and
always the satisfaction of knowing that the offender has not
gone scot-free, and it promises to the latter this satisfaction
and the degree of protection against further offences which
punishment gives. At the same time the whole system of law
is a promise to the members of the community that if they do
not commit any of the prohibited acts they will not be punished.

Thus to our sense that prima facie the state has a right to
punish the guilty, over and above the right which it has, in the
last resort, of inflicting injury on any of its members when the
public interest sufficiently demands it, there is added the sense
that promises should prima facie be kept; and it is the combina-
tion of these considerations that accounts for the moral satis-
faction that is felt by the community when the guilty are pun-
ished, and the moral indignation that is felt when the guilty
are not punished, and still more when the innocent are. There
may be cases in which the prima facie duty of punishing the
guilty, and even that of not punishing the innocent, may have
to give way to that of promoting the public interest. But these
are not cases of a wider expediency overriding a narrower, but
of one prima facie duty being more obligatory than two others
different in kind from it and from one another.



I
THE MEANING OF ‘GOOD’

STUDY of the meaning of ‘good’ and of the nature of

goodness should begin by recognizing that there is a wide
diversity of senses in which the word is used. The first distinc-
tion, perhaps, to be drawn is that between (4) the adjunctive
or attributive use of the word, as when we speak of a good
runner or of a good poem, and (B) the predicative use of it, as
when it is said that knowledge is good or that pleasure is good.
It is evident that in ordinary usage the first meaning—that of
‘good of its kind’—is much the commoner; it appears also to
be the earlier.! Within the attributive use of the word we may
distinguish (1) its application to persons, and (2) its application
to things. In case (1) the root idea expressed by ‘good’ seems
to be that of success or efficiency. We ascribe to some one a
certain endeavour, and describe him as a good so-and-so if we
think him comparatively successful in this endeavour. It might
be thought that in certain cases (e. g. ‘a good singer’, ‘a good
doctor’) another idea is in our minds, viz. that the person in
question ministers to our pleasure, or to our health—in general
to the satisfaction of some desire of ours. But our pleasure or
our health comes in only incidentally in such cases; it comes in
just because the endeavour we are imputing to the person in
question is the endeavour to give us pleasure or to improve
our health. It does not, therefore, it would appear, form part of
the general connotation of ‘good’ when thus used. We can in
this same sense call a man ‘a good liar’, not because he con-
tributes to the satisfaction of any of our desires, but because we
think him successful in what he sets out to do.

In case (2) there appear to be various elements included in
what we mean by ‘good’. We seem to mean in the first place
(@) ‘ministering to some particular human interest’. A good
knife is essentially one that can be successfully used for cutting,
a good poem one that arouses aesthetic pleasure in us. But
there is also here (6) the notion that the thing in question is one

t N.ED., sv.  Good’.
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in which the maker of it has successfully achieved his purpose
—a notion which might be called the ‘passive’ counterpart of
the notion explained under (1). As a rule both the notions (a)
and (4) appear to be involved in our application of ‘good’ to
anything other than persons; but sometimes the one and some-
times the other predominates. There is, however, (¢) a third
element, less seriously intended, in our application of ‘good’
to non-persons. When we speak of a good lie or of a good
sunset we are half-personalizing lies and sunsets and thinking
of this particular lie or sunset as succeeding in that which all
lies or sunsets are trying to achieve; i.e. we are, not quite
seriously, transferring to non-persons the meaning of ‘good’
appropriate to persons.

Further, we have to note that ‘good’ in its application to
persons has a special sense in which it stands for moral excel-
lence. This is the case whether we emphasize the adjective or
the noun in the phrase ‘a good man’. Both ‘a good man’, as
opposed to a strong, clever, handsome, &c., man, and ‘a good
man’, as opposed to a good poet, plumber, scholar, &c., stand
for moral excellence. The tendency to limit ‘good’ to the
meaning ‘morally good’ seems not to be involved in the original
connotation of the word, which is originally expressive of
indefinite commendation.! The limitation seems to me to have
arisen in the following way. Mankind has, in an unsystematic
way, reflected a good deal on the question, what things are
good in themselves, intrinsically good, and has come to think
that certain dispositions (of which the most conspicuous are
conscientiousness and benevolence) are the things that are
most certainly and in the highest degree good in themselves;
and it has tended more and more to adapt the adjunctive use of
the word to the predicative use, and apply it par excellence to
men characterized by such dispositions.

It is to be noted that ‘good’ in the sense of ‘good of its kind’
is doubly relative. It is in the first place relative to the kind—
to what the kind is aiming at (when the word is applied to

1 Cf. the N.E.D.’s primary definition of the word: “The most general adjective of
commendation, implying the existence in a high, or at least satisfactory, degree of
characteristic qualities which are either admirable in themselves or useful for some

purpose.’
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persons) or to the activity which produces the kind or to the
interest which the kind subserves (when the word is applied to
things). When we call a person or a thing ‘a good so-and-so’
we do not imply that it is necessarily good in any respect other
than that expressed in the noun. What is a good x may be a bad
yorz. And ‘good of its kind’ is relative in a further sense, viz.
that it is comparative. We have in mind what we suppose to be
a rough average of the excellence of the members of the kind,
and we call anything better than this good and anything worse
than it bad, not implying that there is any fixed neutral point
at which what is good ends and what is bad begins. ‘Good’ in
this usage means ‘better than the average’ or perhaps ‘consider-
ably better than the average’, and ‘bad’ ‘worse than the average’
or ‘considerably worse than the average’. Whether ‘good’ is
used with reference to successful endeavour or to utility, we do
not imply, nor usually suppose, that there is a definite line
between success and failure, or between utility and inutility,
and that the things we call good are in any other than a com-
parative sense good, or those we call bad in any other than a
comparative sense bad.

Finally we may note that ‘good’ in the sense of ‘good of its
kind’ may be applied not only to an individual which is a good
instance of its species, but also to a species which is a good
species of its genus. We may say not only ‘that is a good son-
net’, but ‘the sonnet is a good poetical form’.

We may turn now to the predicative use of ‘good’. But it
must be noted that the grammatical difference is not a sure clue
to the difference of usage. Often when we say ‘x is good’ we
mean that it is a good so-and-s0, and the universe of discourse
makes it clear what noun is to be understood. What I wish to
call attention to now is the cases in which there is no such
implication, as when it is said that ‘courage is good” or ‘pleasure
is good’. In such a usage, ‘good’ is not relative in either of the
senses just pointed out. We do not mean that courage or
pleasure is a successful or useful instance of a species, or species
of a genus, nor do we mean that it is merely comparatively
good, rising above the average of its kind. In both these re-
spects ‘good” in this usage is an absolute term.
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Within this usage, however, several varieties have to be
distinguished. (1) In the first place, ‘good’ may here still mean
‘useful’. A hedonist may call virtue good, though he means
only that it is conducive to pleasure. But while in calling a
thing good of its kind (when this refers to usefulness) we mean
simply that it conduces to the end things of its kind are meant
to conduce to (so that we may call a particular poison gas a
good poison gas, whatever we may think of the value of the
ends subserved by poison gases), in calling a thing good ab-
solutely (though stll in the sense that it is useful) we mean
that it is a means to an end which is good; i.e. ‘good’ in this
usage is a complex notion implying both a causal relation
between the thing judged good and a certain effect, and the
goodness of the effect. Thus this usage points directly to
another (2), viz. that in which ‘good’ means ‘intrinsically good’.
I use this phrase rather than ‘good as an end’, because the latter
phrase taken strictly would imply that the things referred to
are good only when desired, and therefore only when non-
existent. But that which is intrinsically good is not good only
when it is desired. If it is a thing good to be desired when not
yet existent, it is also a thing to be approved when it exists and
to be regretted when it has perished, and its goodness is no
more closely connected with the first of these attitudes than
with the other two. The intrinsically good is best defined as
that which is good apart from any of the results it produces.

(3) There is a sense of ‘good” which Professor Moore has
distinguished from that conveyed by the expression ‘intrinsi-
cally good’, as a narrower sense than this. He points out? that
hedonistic utilitarianism ‘does nor assert that pleasure is the
only thing intrinsically good, and pain the only thing intrinsi-
cally evil. On the contrary, it asserts that any whole which
contains an excess of pleasure over pain is intrinsically good,
no matter how much else it may contain besides; and similarly
that any whole which contains an excess of pain over pleasure
is intrinsically bad.” What that theory asserts is that pleasure is
the only thing ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’.
Both ‘intrinsically good’ and ‘ultimately good’ imply that the

v Ethics, 73.
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thing in question would be good, even if it existed quite alone.
‘We may, in short, divide intrinsically good things into two
classes: namely (1) those which, while as wholes they are in-
trinsically good, nevertheless contain some parts which are not
intrinsically good; and (2) those which either have no parts at
all, or, if they have any, have none but what are themselves
intrinsically good.” And he uses ‘ultimately good’ to denote
the second of these classes. ‘Good throughout’ would express
more obviously the same meaning.

The distinction is an important one. A whole, for instance,
which contains good elements and indifferent ones, but none
that are bad, is good ‘apart from its consequences’ and ‘would
be good even if it existed quite alone’, and is thus intrinsically
good, in the sense defined. But if the indifferent elements not
only are themselves indifferent but do not contribute to the
goodness of the whole, the whole is good not for its own sake
but for the sake of its good elements, and is thus not ultimately
good, in the sense defined. It might seem as if the distinction
answered to Aristotle’s distinction between that which has a
certain attribute strictly gua itself (f adr¢), and that which has
it in virtue of an element of itself (xara pépos); while the
wider distinction between the intrinsically good and the good
as a means answers roughly to Aristotle’s wider distinction
between that which has an attribute in virtue of itself and that
which has it in virtue of a concomitant (kaf’ a$ré and karé
ovpfefnrds). But Professor Moore would not accept this
identification, for his well-known doctrine of organic unities
states that elements in themselves indifferent or bad may vet
contribute to the goodness of a whole in which they occur.
Thus a whole containing, say, one good and one indifferent
element may have a goodness greater than that of its good
element, and is then not simply good ‘in virtue of a part of
itself’, while nevertheless it is not ‘ultimately good’.

The importance of this doctrine is difficult to assess; for it
must be admitted that clear instances of ‘organic unities” in this
sense are rather hard to discover. At first sight, one would say
that the clearest examples are to be found in the regions of
aesthetic and of economic value. (a) In the aesthetic region,
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it is a familiar fact that some detail of a poem, say, or of a pic-
ture, which if it stood alone would have little or no aesthetic
value, yet contributes greatly to the effectiveness of the whole.
But if the view to be suggested later! is true, that beauty is not
a form of intrinsic value, but only the power in an object of
evoking something that has value, the aesthetic experience,
then a beautiful object is not a case in point since the only value
that it or any of its parts has is an instrumental value. (8) In the
economic region, it is a familiar fact that a pair of boots is
worth more than twice as much as a single boot, and an as-
sembled machine much more than the parts when unassembled.
But here the values in question are still more obviously instru-
mental, not intrinsic, and therefore not an illustration of the
doctrine.

Professor Moore’s examples are not very convincing. Take
for instance his first illustration,? ‘It seemsto be true that to be
conscious of a beautiful object is a thing of great intrinsic value;.
whereas the same object, if no one be conscious of it, has cer-
tainly comparatively little value, and is commonly held to have
none at all. But the consciousness of a beautiful object is
certainly a whole of some sort in which we can distinguish as
parts the object on the one hand and the being conscious on
the other. Now this latter factor occurs as part of a different
whole, whenever we are conscious of anything; and it would
seem that some of these wholes have at all events very little
value, and may even be indifferent or positively bad. Yer we
cannot always attribute the slightness of their value to any
positive demerit in the object which differentiates them from
the consciousness of beauty; the object itself may approach as
near as possible to absolute neutrality. Since, therefore, mere
consciousness does not always confer great value upon the
whole of which it forms a part, even though its object may have
no great demerit, we cannot attribute the great superiority of
the consciousness of a beautiful thing over the beautiful thing
itself to the mere addition of the value of consciousness to that
of the beautiful thing. Whatever the intrinsic merit of con-
sciousness may be, it does not give to the whole of which it

! opp. 127-31. 2 Principiz Ethica, 38~9.
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forms a part a value proportioned to the sum of its value and
that of its object.” This analysis can surely not be accepted.
Consciousness, by which I think Professor Moore means
apprehension, is a state of a mind, and does not include its
object (say, a body) as a part of itself. The only whole which
could be said to include consciousness plus its object is the
whole (if it can be called a whole) consisting of the object plus
the consciousness of it. The true analysis of the consciousness
of a beautiful object, it would seem, is not into consciousness
plus the beautiful object, but into (a) its being an instance of
consciousness in general, and (8) its being an instance of con-
sciousness of something beautiful. And it scems to owe its
whole value to the second of the facts named.

Or again take another of Professor Moore’s examples.” ‘If
we compare the value of a certain amount of pleasure, existing
absolutely by itself, with the value of certain “enjoyments”,
containing an equal amount of pleasure, it may become apparent
that the “enjoyment” is much better than the pleasure, and
also, in some cases, much worse. In such a case it is plain that
the “enjoyment” does noz owe its value solely to the pleasure
it contains, although it might easily have appeared to do so,
when we only considered the other constituents of the enjoy-
ment, and seemed to see that, without the pleasure, they would
have had no value. Itis now apparent, on the contrary, that the
whole “enjoyment” owes its value quite equally to the presence
of the other constituents, even though it may be true that the
pleasure is the only constituent having any value by itself.’
The situation here is that there are pleasurable states of mind
(e. g enjoyments of beauty) which are judged to have more
intrinsic value than equally pleasurable states which were merely
pleasurable states could have. And Professor Moore seems
willing to admit that the element other than pleasantness in the
first kind of states of mind may have no value, or a value less
than the excess value of these states over the merely pleasurable
ones. If this be so, the case would certainly illustrate the doc-
trine of organic unities. But it seems at least arguable that the
element, other than pleasure, in the complex state—the element

¥ Principia Etkica, 188,
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of insight, or whatever we may prefer to call it—has great
intrinsic value, enough to account entirely for the superior
value of the whole in which it is an element. And if so, the case
will not illustrate the doctrine of organic unities.

There seems, however, to be at least one case which illus-
trates the doctrine. Few people would hesitate to say that a
state of affairs in which 4 is good and happy and B bad and
unhappy is better than one in which A is good and unhappy
and B bad and happy, even if 4 is equally good in both cases,
B equally bad in both cases, 4 precisely as happy in the first
case as & is in the second, and Z precisely as unhappy in the
first case as 4 is in the second. The surplus value of the first
whole arises not from the value of its elements but from the
co-presence of goodness and happiness in one single person,
and of badness and unhappiness in another. And it is probable
that the principle has other applications, though it is hard to be
sure of these in detail.

The importance of the doctrine so far as its application goes
is somewhat doubtful. But its truth in the abstract seems un-
questionable. We have no right to assume that the value of
a whole is precisely equal to the sum of the values of its elements
taken separately. It may owe some of its value to the co-
presence of certain of its elements in certain relations to one
another; and this co-presence of its elements cannot fairly be
called another element and thus taken to justify us in saying
that the value of the whole is the sum of the values of its ele-
ments.

In view of his doctrine of organic unities, Professor Moore
holds that there is yet another sense of good, (4), that must be
recognized. ‘When we say that a thing is “good” we may
mean either (1) that it is intrinsically good or (2) that it adds to
the value of many intrinsically good wholes or (3) that it is
useful or has good effects.” 2 The second of these three mean-
ings is properly distinguished both from the meaning ‘intrinsi-
cally good’ and from the meaning ‘instrumentally good’, and
might be called ‘contributively good’. But it may be doubted
if it is a sense in which the word ‘good’ is often actually used.

t == Qur (4). * [Ethics, 150,
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For when a whole 4+ B is thought to be intrinsically good,
its goodness is usually taken to be either equal to that of one of
its elements 4, B not being good in any sense (except perhaps
the instrumental sense), or if the goodness of the whole is taken
to be greater than that of 4, an intrinsic goodness accounting
for the excess goodness of the whole is ascribed to B, In fact,
in so far as the clear recognition of the principle of organic
unities is novel, this fourth sense of ‘good’ cannot have been
any one of the ordinary meanings of good, though many of the
things that have been called good may in fact have been good
only in this sense.

It is, I think, clear that it is the predicative rather than the
attributive senses of ‘good’ that are most important for philo-
sophy. And of the predicative senses, the first or instrumental is
clearly 2 complex notion including (a) the notion of a causal rela-
tion between something and something else, and (4) the notion
of the intrinsic goodness of the effect. It contains nothing but
these two elements. And of these two, it would be foreign to
our purpose to embark upon a discussion of causality. We are
left therefore with the notions of the intrinsically good, the
ultimately good, and the contributively good. Further, feeling
uncertain about the application in fact (though I do not doubt
the truth) of the principle of organic unities, I regard the things
that are intrinsically but not ultimately good as owing, gene-
rally speaking, their value to those elements in them that are
ultimately good; as being good, in fact, ‘in virtue of a part of
themselves’, the other parts of them being irrelevant to their
goodness. In ethics we have to take account of wholes that are
~ intrinsically but not ultimately good. For itis certain that when
we act we produce, along with any intrinsically good or bad
results that we produce, many others that are neither (e. g.
states of bodies). What we have to choose between the pro-
duction of is not states of affairs all of whose elements are
intrinsically good or intrinsically bad, but states of affairs many
of whose elements are neither. But these elements will (except
in so far as they may be contributively good) afford us no reason
for choosing to produce one such whole state rather than
another. And similarly in the parts that are intrinsically but
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not ultimately good, the sub-parts that are not intrinsically
good will afford us no reason for trying to produce such parts.
What we must concentrate our attention upon is the elements
that are ultimately good; the others must be treated as mere
inevitable accompaniments of these. The notion of the ulti-
mately good—the notion, that is to say, of that which is good
strictly for its own sake and neither for the sake of its results
nor for the sake of an element in itself—is thus the central and
fundamental one.

But whatever is ultimately good is also intrinsically good,
i. e.is good apart from its consequences, or would be good even
if it were quite alone. We must make sure therefore that we
understand (as well as we can) the nature of intrinsic goodness.
And if we can once understand this, there will be little to add
about the further feature which distinguishes the ultimately
from the merely intrinsically good. We have simply to add
that the ultimately good as distinct from the merely intrinsically
good contains no element that is not intrinsically good.



v
THE NATURE OF GOODNESS

IT is round the question of the intrinsically good that the
chief controversies about the nature of goodness or of value
revolve. For most theories of value may be divided into those
which treat it as a quality and those which treat it as a relation
between that which has value and something else—which is
usually but not always said to be some state of a mind, such as
that of being pleased by the object or desiring it or approving
of it or finding its desire satisfied by it. And it seems clear that
any view which treats goodness as a relation between that
which is good and something else denies that anything is in-
trinsically good, since by calling a thing intrinsically good we
mean that it would be good even if nothing else existed. One
of the advocates of a relational view of value, Professor Perry,
seeks to maintain that a relational view does not involve the
denial of intrinsic value, which he evidently thinks would be a
consequence hostile if not fatal to his view. ‘A . ., serious
objection’ to his theory, he says,! ‘is based upon the nature
of intrinsic value. We judge a thing to be intrinsically good
“where we judge, concerning a particular state of things,
that it would be worth while—would be ‘a good thing’—that
that state of things should exist, even if nothing else were to exist
besides, either at the same time or afterwards”.’? If a thing
derives value from its relation to an interest taken in it, it would
seem impossible that anything whatsoever should possess
value in itself. But in that case value would seem always to be
borrowed, and never owned; value would shine by a reflected
glory having no original source.

‘The question’, he continues, ‘turns upon the fact that any
predicate may be judged synthetically or analytically. Suppose
that “good” were to be regarded as a simple quality like yellow.
It would then be possible to judge either synthetically, that the
primrose was fair or yellow; or, analytically, that the fair,

v A General Theory of Falue, 132, 2 (5. £, Moore, Ethics, 162.
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yellow primrose was fair or yellow. Only the fair, yellow
primrose would be fair and yellow “even if nothing were to
exist besides”. But the logic of the situation is not in the least
altered if a relational predicate is substituted for a simple quality ;
indeed it is quite possible to regard a quality as a monadic (a
single term) relation. Tangential, for example, is a relational
predicate; since a line is a tangent only by virtue of the peculiar
relation of single-point contact with another line or surface.
Let R' represent this peculiar relation, and 4, B, two lines,
One can then judge either synthetically, that (4) RY(B); or,
analytically, that (4) R (B) is R'. Similarly, let S represent
an interested subject, O an object, and R’ the peculiar relation
of interest taken and received. We can then judge either syn-
thetically, that (O) R* (§); or, analytically, that (O) R (§) is
R'. In other words, one can say either that O is desired by S,
or that O-desired-by-S is a case of the general character “de-
sired”.”

I assume, as it seems necessary to assume in order to make
the example relevant, that ‘fair’ here = ‘beautiful’, and that
beauty is taken as a species of goodness. Professor Perry is
evidently taking ‘yellow’ to be a simple, non-relational quality,
and holding ‘good’ to be a relational one, viz. = ‘object of
interest to some one’ (loosely represented by ‘desired-by-5).
I am in doubt about the meaning of ‘only’ in the sentence
‘Only the fair, yellow primrose would be fair and yellow “even
if nothing were to exist besides”.” (1) ‘Only’ may mean ‘yet’.
If so, Professor Perry is admitting that the fair yellow primrose
would be yellow, and would be beautiful if beauty were a non-
relational quality, even if there were nothing else in the world.
And if this be so, that constitutes a vital difference between
such attributes, which would attach to their subject even if there
were nothing else in the world, and attributes such as ‘desired-
by-8”, which certainly would not attach to O unless § existed
as well. (2) More probably, I think, ‘only’ means ‘alone’; i. e.
Professor Perry is saying that in contrast with the fair yellow
primrose, the primrose would not be fair and yellow if nothing
else were to exist, just as O would not be desired by S if S did
not exist as well as O.
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Now it is true that the primrose-could not be fair or yellow
if nothing but it existed. It could not be fair if its fairness did
not exist, nor yellow if its yellowness did not. Butit is equally
true that the fair yellow primrose (which Professor Perry con-
trasts with the primrose in this respect) could not be fair or
yellow if its fairness or its yellowness did not exist; and its
fairness and its yellowness are quite as different from the fair
yellow primrose as they are from the primrose, so that there is
no difference between the primrose and the fair yellow primrose
in this respect. But if yellowness, or fairness, is a non-relational
quality of the primrose, the primrose might be yellow or fair
though nothing but the primrose and its awtribute of being
yellow or fair existed. On the other hand, if goodness is a
relational quality (say = object of interest to some one), nothing
could be good unless, besides it and its attribute of ‘being an
object of interest to some one’, something else existed, viz. a
person to whom it is an object of interest. The essential differ-
ence would remain, that non-relational attributes can be pos-
sessed by subjects though nothing but the subjects and the
attributes exist; while relational attributes can be possessed by
subjects only if something besides both the subjects and the
attributes exists, viz. the things that form the other terms of
the relations. Thus if the definition of an intrinsic attribute as
one which its subject would possess if nothing other than the
subject existed, be amended into the form ‘an intrinsic attribute
is one which the subject would possess even if nothing but the
subject and the attribute existed’, it is evident that non-rela-
tional attributes are intrinsic and that relational attributes
cannot be so. If ‘good’, then, be defined as Professor Perry
defines it, nothing can be intrinsically good. And his attempt
to get over the difficulty of the apparent necessity (for a rela-
tional view of value) of denying that anything has intrinsic
value, by means of the distinction between analytic and syn-
thetic judgements, comes to nothing. ‘O-desired-by-§” is not
a different object which can truly be said to possess intrinsic
value when it is denied that any O apart from being desired
has intrinsic value. ‘O-desired-by-§ is good’ is simply another
way of saying ‘any O has value not in itself but by virtue of the



78 THE NATURE OF GOODNESS

co-existence with it, and in a certain relation to it, of §’. And
1o say this is to deny intrinsic value to anything. And similarly
any other view which identifies goodness with or makes it
depend upon a relation between that which is good and some-
thing else, denies the existence of intrinsic value.

The theories which identify goodness with some relation
are bound to think of this either (I) as a relation between that
which is good and some or all of its elements, or (II) as a rela-
tion between some or all of its elements, or (III) as a relation
between it or some or all of its elements and something else.

Out of the many theories about the nature of goodness, [ am
unable to think of any which belongs to type (I), and this type
need not, perhaps, be examined. There have been theories of
type (II), viz. those that identify the good with the harmonious
or coherent. With reference to any such view, the question
must first be asked whether it is meant (@) that goodness just is
coherence, or (4) that what is good is good because it is coherent.
Only the first of these views is strictly relevant here, where we
are inquiring what goodness is. The second view does not
answer this question; it leaves still open the question what is
the nature of the attribute goodness which coherent things
are said to have because they are coherent. Now the first view
seems to be clearly false. It is surely clear that, however close
a connexion there may be between coherence and goodness,
we never mean, when we call a thing good, that it is coherent.
If this were what we meant, ‘the coherent, and only the co-
herent, is good’ would be a mere tautology, since it would be
equivalent to ‘the coherent, and only the coherent, is coherent’;
but it is evidently not a mere tautology, but a proposition which
if true is very important. The theory then, if it is to have any
plausibility, must be understood in the second form; and in
this form it is no answer to the question we are asking, what is
goodness.

It may be well, however, to offer some comments on the
theory in its second form, even if this is not strictly relevant to
the present stage of our inquiry. In the first place it may be re-
marked that any such theory seems to start with the presump-
tion that there is some single attribute, other than goodness,
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that makes all good things good, and that the only question is
what this attribute is. Now I agree that goodness is a conse-
quential attribute; that anything that is good must be good
either by virtue of its whole nature apart from its goodness, or
by virtue of something in its nature other than goodness. This
seems to me a very important fact about goodness, and one
that marks it off from most other attributes.* But I cannot
agree that the presumption is that there is any one characteristic
by virtue of which all the things that are good are good. If
conscientiousness and benevolence, for instance, are both good,
it is just as likely, initially, that conscientiousness is good
because it is conscientiousness, and benevolence good because
it is benevolence. Still, this must not be assumed to be the case,
any more than the opposite view must be assumed. We must
be prepared to consider on its merits any suggested general
ground of goodness. But when I ask myself whether conscien-
tiousness, or benevolence, for instance, can be held to be good
by virtue of the coherence of its elements, I have to ask what
the supposed elements are, and in what respect they are sup-
posed to cohere, and to these questions I find no clear answer
given by those who hold the theory. It would be more plausible
(though not, I think, true) to say that the goodness of con-
scientious or benevolent action depends on its coherence with
something outside it, e. g. with the whole system of purposes of
the agent, or of the society he lives in. But such a theory would
belong not to type (II), which we are examining, but to type
(III). Or again, suppose that one judges a particular pleasure
to be good, is it not clear that even if most and possibly all
pleasures are complex, it is not on account of its being a com-
plex united by the relation of coherence, but on account of its
having the felt character of pleasantness, that it is judged to be
good ?

When we turn to type (III), we find that the relation which
is identified with goodness (or else held to be what makes good
things good) is sometimes held to be necessarily a relation to a
mind, while sometimes this limitation is not imposed. I take
as a typical view of the latter kind one of which I owe my

t CLopp. 121-2.
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knowledge to an article by Professor Urban.! Professor Shel-
don, as reported by Professor Urban, holds that value is ‘fulfil-
ment of any tendency whatever’. The essential objection to
this theory seems to me to be this. Empty ‘tendency’ of any
reference to the aims of conscious beings (which it is the special
point of this theory to do), and what meaning is left for ‘fulfil-
ment of any tendency’? What is left is the notion of a thing’s
being under the influence of a certain force, and of its actually
passing into the state it would pass into if acted on by that force
alone, And who will say that this purely physical circumstance
is either identical or even coextensive with value?

To this Professor Sheldon (as reported by Professor Urban)
answers: ‘Good is no doubt a different notion from fulfilment,
and therefore appears o contain something not authorized in
the content of the latter notion. But that is because good or
value is the relation between the fulfilment (or furthering) and
the tendency, a relation uniquely and sufficiently determined
by the two.’? To this it seems to me enough to reply that this
relation can exist, as much as anywhere else, in the case of
bodies acted on by physical forces, where no one would dream
of applying the notion of good or value. If we must have a
relational theory of value, there seems to be much more plausi-
bility in the ‘psychological’ than in the ‘ontological’ form of
the theory.

The ‘psychological’ theories as a rule take the form of hold-
ing that a thing’s being good means either (4) that some person
or persons have some feeling towards it, or (&) that some per-
son or persons think it to be good; and such views, or rather
those of the first type, have some initial attractiveness. (4) Our
judgements that certain things are good are in fact constantly
accompanied by feelings towards them—feelings of pleasure,
and of regret for their absence; and this fact is apt to lead to one
or other of two views, or more often perhaps to a mixture of
the two. One view is that by being objects of some such feeling
(let us say, adopting Professor Perry’s comprehensive phrase,
by being ‘objects of interest’) things acquire a further character,
that of value. The other is that to have value is just to be an

¥ Journal of Philosophy, &z., 1916, 454. 2 Ib.
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object of interest, and nothing more. Iam rather in doubt how
to classify the view put forward in 4 General Theory of Value
by Professor Perry himself. Passages could be found in his book
to support the interpretation of him as holding the first view;
e. g. those in which value is described as dependent on interest.
But on the whole it seems pretty clear that it is the second view
he wishes to maintain. “The view’, he says,! ‘may otherwise be
formulated in the equation: x is valuable = interest is taken in
x"; and immediately after, “Value is thus a specific relation into
which things possessing any ontological status whatsoever,
whether real or imaginary, may enter with interested subjects’
—i. e. the relation of being objects of interest to them. Again,?
“Thus the question’ (the question to which he provides an
answer) ‘is the question, In what consists’ (noz, On what de-
pends) ‘value in the generic sense ?’

If the first interpretation be the true one, there remain diffi-
cult questions to which he provides no answer. If value is
something not consisting in, but depending on, being an object
of interest, what is value itself, and what is the nature of the
relation vaguely described as dependence? Is the relation a
causal one, or a logical one, and if neither of these, what is it?
To these no answer is suggested. But these questions need not
be pressed, for I fancy that Professor Perry would accept the
second interpretation as the true account of his view,

On this second interpretation, the theory is that ‘good’ and
‘object of interest’ are just different ways of expressing exactly
the same notion. But it is surely clear that this is not true. Itis
surely clear that when we call something good we are thinking
of it as possessing in itself a certain attribute and are not think-
ing of it as necessarily having an interest taken in it. If when
we attend to something we are impelled to describe it as good,
it is surely not impossible to think that, though of course we
can only discover its goodness by attending to it, it had its
goodness before we attended to it and would have had it if we
had not attended to it. And again it is evidently possible to
think that some of the things in which an interest has been
taken have nevertheless been bad. But if ‘good” and ‘object of

t A4 General Theory of Falue, 116, 2 Ib. 118,
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interest’ meant exactly the same, it would be impossible to think
either of these two things which it clearly is possible to
think. The view, therefore, that ‘good’ and ‘object of interest’
stand for the same notion must be given up. What the rela-
tional theory must maintain, if it is to be plausible, must be
something different; it must be that whereas most people think
that certain things have a characteristic, goodness, distinct from
that of being objects of interest, nothing has any such charac-
teristic. And then the question arises, what could have led
mankind to form this quite superfluous notion to which nothing
in reality corresponds? It is not as if the notion of goodness
were a complex notion formed, like such notions as that of
‘centaur’, by a play of fancy in which characteristics found
separate in reality are imagined to coexist; for there are no
characteristics of which ‘good’ can be said to be a compound.
We may, however, not merely ask how the notion could have
come into being if it were not the apprehension of a reality.t
We may claim that we are directly aware that conscientious
action, for example, has a value of its own, not identical with
or even dependent upon our or any one else’s taking an interest
in it. Our reason informs us of this as surely as it informs us
of anything, and to distrust reason here is in principle to dis-
trust its power of ever knowing reality.

Another fatal objection to any theory which identifies good
with being an object of interest, or of any particular type of
feeling, becomes apparent when we ask by whom the interest
or the feeling is supposed to be felt. Some answers escape some
objections and others escape others, but each possible answer is
exposed to at least one fatal objection of its own. This ground
has been very fully covered by Professor Moore in an examina-
tion of the corresponding theories about ‘right’,? and both in
the case of ‘right” and in the case of ‘good’ his line of argument
seems to me unanswerable. Theories of this type are divisible
into those which identify goodness with the presence of some
feeling (1) in at least one person, no matter who he is, (2) in
the person who judges an object to be good, (3) in a majority

t Cf. Cook Wilson's argument against the possibility of a fictitious *simple idea’,
Starement and Inference, . 51121, * Ethics, cbs. 3 and 4.
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of persons of some class or other—say persons belonging to a
particular stage in the history of civilization, (4) in a majority
of mankind, or (5) in all mankind. To (1) there seem to be
four objections. (a) It surely can hardly be denied that, what-
ever feeling we select as the feeling involved—whether for
instance this be taken to be pleasure, or approval-—a man may
doubt whether a certain thing is good, even when he does not
doubt that some one or other has had such a feeling towards it.
(6) If what I mean when I call something good is that some one
or other has a certain feeling towards it, and if what any other
person means when he calls it bad is that some one or other has
an opposite feeling towards it, we should not be at variance,
because both propositions might be true. Yet if anything is
clear, it is that we do suppose ourselves to be making incom-
patible statements about the object. (c) If something, without
changing its nature, at some moment aroused for the first time
the feeling in question in some mind, we should clearly judge
not that the object had then first become good, but that its
goodness had then first been apprehended. And (d) it might
be enough to ask whether any one finds it even possible to think
that goodness could be brought into being by the feeling of
some one or other, no matter how vicious or stupid or ignorant
he might be. It seems clear that by goodness we mean some-
thing at any rate more objective than that.

To the theory in form (2) the primary objection is identical
with objection (§) above. If all I mean by saying that an
object is good were that it arouses a certain feehng in me, and
all you mean by saying that it is not good, or is bad, were that
it does not arouse that feeling, or arouses an opposite feeling,
in you, we should not be at variance, for we might both be
right. And objection (¢) applies with just as much force to this
theory as to the previous one.

To the theory in form (3) it may be objected (a) that it will
follow that two people who claim to be representing the feel-
ings of majorities of different sets of persons will never be at
variance if they pronounce the same thing respectively good
and bad. Yet it is clear that even when two men belong to
different sets of persons, the feelings of a majority of which



84 THE NATURE OF GOODNESS

they would on this view be claiming to represent, they believe
themselves to be making incompatible statements when they
call something respectively good and bad. Clearly therefore
what they claim to be expressing is not the feelings of different
majorities. But further () it is surely plain that there are cases
in which a man thinks something good, without thinking that
there is a majority of any class of men who have a certain feeling
towards it. Even if we think that a majority of persons at our
own stage of civilization, for instance, would have feelings like
ours if they attended to the object, we may feel sure that they
have not attended to it and therefore have not the feeling in
question towards it.

The theory in form (4) is not open to the firsz objection made
to the previous theory. Forany one who thought that a majority
of mankind had a certain feeling towards an object would be
at variance with any one who thought that they had not this
feeling, or had an opposite feeling. But objection (4) to theory
(3) applies with redoubled force to theory (4).

And finally, to theory (5) it applies with even greater force.

(B) The second and remaining type of what I may call purely
subjective theories of good is that which holds that for me to
think an object good is to think that (r) some one or other, or
(2) I, or (3) a majority of some set of men, or (4) a majority of
mankind, or (5) all mankind, zAink it good. It is unnecessary
and would be tedious to examine these theories as fully as we
have examined those of type (4). It is enough to point out
that corresponding objections are equally fatal to them, and to
add a new objection fatal to all theories of type (B).

The objections to A1 apply equally to B1
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But apart from these objections to special forms of theory (B),
the whole theory has one absurdity common to all its forms.
It is perfectly evident that the meaning of ‘X is good’ cannot be
identical with the meaning of ‘some one (or I, or a majority of
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some class of men, &c.) thinks that X is good’, since it #s identi-
cal with the meaning of only one element in the latter phrase,
Or, to put the same objection otherwise, to say that S thinks X
good leaves it an open question whether X is good. For
opinion has the characteristic, which feeling has not, of being
either true or false. If § thinks falsely that X is good, then X
is not good; and if § thinks truly that X is good, then X’s being
good is neither identical with nor dependent on $’s thinking
it good. In fact, while theory (A) deserves the most serious
consideration, and it is excessively hard to be sure whether one
is right in rejecting it or may not have been guilty of some
logical confusion, theory (&) may be rejected out of hand.
Professor Perry, as one might expect, repudiates it with vigour.

I turn to a reconsideration of theory (4) in the light of
Professor Perry’s discussion. He divides all possible theories
of value into four types, according to the view they take of the
relation of value to interest, interest being identified ‘with the
motive-affective life; that is to say, with instinct, desire, feeling;
these, and all their family of states, acts, and attitudes’.* “There
are four possible relations of value to interest. In the first place,
value may be, in its essential nature, quite irrelevant to interest,
. . . In the second place, value may be held to be the character
of an object which qualifies it to be an end; in other words,
that which implies, evokes or regulates interest. . . In the third
place, value may be assigned to the objects of certain duly
qualified interests, such as the final, harmonious, absolute, or
imperative interest. Finally, there is the simpler and more
comprehensive view, that value in the generic sense attaches
promiscuously to all objects of all interest.’

I am not specially concerned with the two intermediate
views, and agree with many of Professor Perry’s criticisms of
them. Iam mainly interested in the first, which I believe to be
true,? and in the fourth, which he believes to be true. He takes
as a typical expression of the first view Professor Moore’s

t A General Theory of Value, 27. 2 Ib.

3 | think, of course, that a thing may arouse interest, and will arouse it in a well-
constituted mind, decause of its goodness. What I wish to deny is that its goodness
either is or depends on its arousing interest.
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remark ‘my point is that “good” is a simple notion, just as
“yellow” is a simple notion; that, just as you cannot, by any
manner of means, explain to any one who does not already
know it, what yellow is, so you cannot explain what good is’;
and he treats this view as being best ‘understood as an extension
of that pan-objectivism which, having concluded that the so-
called “secondary qualities”, such as colour, have as good a
title to extra-mental existence as the so-called primary qualities,
such as figure, sees no reason why the so-called “tertiary”
qualities, such as good, should not be assigned the same
status’,!

There may be in some minds a connexion between a realistic
view of the secondary qualities and an objective view of good-
ness, but it should be pointed out that there is no necessary
connexion between the two views, For my own part, reflection
on the facts of perception and of its illusions forces me to think
that there is no such thing as objective colour, for example;
I am driven to suppose that colour-sensation is a mental state
which is not perception of colour. But colour-sensation? is an
indubitable fact, and I can with a certain modification accept
Professor Moore’s comparison. I can say that goodness is a
quality which can no more be defined in terms of anything
other than itself, than can the quality of the sensation which we
describe as being one of ‘seeing yellow’. Whatever we may
think about the objectivity of colour, there can, I imagine, be
no doubt of the indefinability of the character of our sensation.
Thus the adoption of this comparison is in no way bound up
with an objective view of secondary qualities. Nor, again, do
I think of goodness as ‘extra-mental’; for while I do not think
it is essentially for minds, I think it is essentially a quality of
states of mind.

Professor Perry’s first criticism of the objective view of good
is that ‘one who upholds this view of good must be prepared
to point to a distinct guale which appears in that region which
our value terms roughly indicate, and which is different from

Y A General Theory of Value, 29.
% i, e, the experience which we habitually, whether righdy or (as T suggest) wrongly,
describe as that of sceing colour,
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the object’s shape and size, from the inter-relation of its parts,
from its relation to other objects, or to a subject; and from all
the other factors which belong to the same context, but are
designated by words other than “good”. The present writer,
for one, finds no such residuum.’? The existence of such a
residuum is just the point at issue. So far we have only the word
of those who agree with Professor Moore that they do discern
in certain things a unique quality which can only be expressed
by the term ‘goodness’ or some synonym of ‘goodness’, and
the word of those who agree with Professor Perry that they do
not; and so long as the question is considered on these lines,
all that we can do is to invite others to contemplate, for instance,
conscientious action, and try for themselves whether they do
or do not discern such a quality in it. But Professor Perry is,
of course, not content with his ipse dixiz. He argues that if
goodness were anindefinable quality like yellowness its presence,
when it is present, should be equally self-evident; and he points
to the hesitancy of Professor Moore’s report as to what things
are good, as showing that the presence of goodness is not equally
self-evident with that of yellowness. Here he seems to be stress-
ing too much the analogy which Professor Moore has alleged to
exist berween goodness and yellowness. The analogy exists
only in respect of the indefinability of both. It is not argued
that in other respects the two qualities are on all fours. In
particular, the one is apprehended (if apprehended at all)? by
sense-perception, the other by intelligence; and there is no
reason to anticipate that what is discerned by the intelligence
should be as easily discerned as what is discerned by sense-
perception. But Professor Perry exaggerates the difference
between the ease of discernment in the two cases. There is, he
says, ‘no serious difference of opinion as to the distribution of
terms connoting empirical qualities. “Things wear them in
public, and any passer-by may note them.” 3 But does not
yellow merge into green, and into orange, and are there not

v A General Theory of ¥Falue, 30.

2 This caution seems necessary in view of the doubt I have expressed on p. 86 as
to whether colour is something apprehended at all. The sentence in the text withous

the parenthesis would state the defence which [ believe Professor Moore would make
of his view, 3 A Genergl Theory of Falue, 30.
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border-line cases in which it is extremely difficult to say whether
what we have before us is yellow or green, or whether it is
yellow or orange? And if there are things about whose good-
ness there is room for difference of opinion, are there not other
things, such as conscientious action, whose goodness is matter
of general agreement ?

But I should not like to rest the case for the indefinability of
goodness merely on this argumentum ad hominem. It seems to
me more important to point out that the question whether the
presence of a given quality in some particular thing is easily
discerned has nothing to do with the question whether the
quality is indefinable. If two people differ, for instance, as to
whether a particular action is good, their differing implies, no
less than their agreeing would have done, that they mean by
‘goodness’ a definite quality; and their mere differing does not
imply that that quality is noz indefinable any more than their
agreement would imply that it is, The questions of its de-
finability and of its discernibility are different and not logically
connected,

But if T attempt to vindicate Professor Moore’s comparison
of goodness with yellowness as being like it an indefinable
quality, I do not wish (any more than I imagine he would) to
be thought to suppose that it is a quality in other respects like
yellowness. The most salient difference is that it is a quality
which anything that has it can have only in virtue of having
some other characteristic; as e.g. a conscientious act is good
in virtue of being conscientious. This I express later by de-
scribing it as a consequential and not a fundamental quality.*

Professor Perry turns next to mention Professor Laird’s
presentment of the objective view. Professor Laird, he says,
‘appeals to the fact that there is an immediate objectivity in the
appreciation of beauty, or in the admiration of conduct. These
are not mere subjective states caused by an object; they present
the object, clothed in its quality of charm or moral worth.’?
Professor Perry points out that there are many adjectives which
we apply to objects, and which therefore prima facie might
appear to stand for qualities of objects apart from any relation

t Cf. pp. 121-2. 3 A General Theory of Falue, 31.
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to persons, but which on examination turn out to refer simply
to the existence of some such relation,—adjectives like ‘coveted’,
‘boresome’, ‘tiresome’, ‘hopeful’; and that on the other hand
adjectives like ‘red’ resist all attempts to localize them in the
subject and insist on being localized in the object. But it is
surely unfair to argue from words like ‘coveted’, ‘boresome’,
‘tiresome’, ‘hopeful’, which by their very formation point to a
relation between a subject and an object, and the word ‘good’,
which equally clearly points to nothing of the kind but to a
quality resident in the object itself, independent of any subject’s
reaction to the object. As regards ‘beautiful’ I am, as I shall
point out later,? inclined to agree that the fact that lies at the
back of our predications of it is simply the power something
has of producing a certain kind of emotion in us; and the fre-
quent use of such words as ‘charming’, ‘delightful’, almost as
synonyms of ‘beautiful’ may be held to lend this view some
support. But it is surely a strange reversal of the natural order
of thought to say that our admiring an action either is, or is
what necessitates, its being good. We think of its goodness as
what we admire in it, and as something it would have even if
no one admired it, something that it has in itself. 'We could
suppose, for instance, an action of self-denial which neither the
doer nor any one else had ever admired. If now some one were
to become aware of it and admire it, he would surely pronounce
that it had been good even when no one had been admiring it.

Professor Perry makes the further objection that the ‘objec-
tive’ theory derives all its plausibility from its exponents’ being
preoccupied with ‘the aesthetic and contemplative values’, and
that it precludes them from giving a comprehensive account
of all values. “The most serious defect of this type of theory
is its failure to provide any systematic principle whatsoever.
There are as many indefinable values as there are feeling atti-
tudes, and since these are to be regarded as objective qualities
rather than as modes of feeling, there is nothing to unite them,
not even the principle of feeling. If “good” is a unique quality,
then so are “pleasant”, “bad”, and “ought”. There is no way
of subsuming pleasant under good, or of defining the opposi-

Iopp 12710
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tion of good and bad, or of subsuming both good and ought
under a more general category such as value. If, on the other
hand, value is defined in terms of interest, then the variability
of interest seems to account for both the unity and the diversity
of values.”t His assumption, then, is that there must be some
single sense of ‘valuable’ in which the word is always used,
and his contention is that a subjective theory alone will serve
to assign such a single meaning and to show the relations
between the various specific kinds of value. And under the
heading of ‘valuable’ he includes both things which would not
naturally be described as being valuable at all, and things which
we can surely recognize to have value only in fundamentally
different senses. Does any one really think that obligatoriness
is a special form of being valuable? ? Is it not a hasty assump-
tion to assume that it is an instance of the same kind of thing
of which moral goodness or beauty is another instance? And
is it not clear that what we call economic values 3 are merely
instrumental values, different in kind from the goodness of
virtue or of pleasure? The assumption that there must be ‘a
general theory of value” applicable to value in all the senses of
that word seems to me to be unjustified.

At the same time, I am inclined ro agree with Professor Perry
in one of his contentions, though not in what he (if Tunderstand
him aright) seeks to deduce from it. He is seeking to find a
single thread of identity which unites all our applications of the
word good, and to infer from this that the word ‘good” has the
single meaning which he assigns to it. Now when I consider
the variety of meanings of ‘good” indicated in the preceding
chapter—the predicative and the attributive use, the mean-
ings ‘successful in his endeavour” and ‘useful’, the instrumental
and the intrinsic sense—though I cannot agree that what we
mean in all or any of these cases by ‘X is good” is ‘X is an object
of interest to some one’, I am inclined to think that the only
thread that connects our application of the word in all these
senses—i. e. the only common fact that is present whenever we
use the term ‘good’—is that in each case the judger has some
feeling of approval or interest towards what he calls good. But

v A4 General Theory of Value. 34. 2 Ib. 3 Ib.
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this in no way proves that we are always using ‘good’ in the
same sense. The senses ‘intrinsically good” and ‘useful” appear
to me entirely different, though whether we use the word good
in one or the other we have in both cases a feeling of approval
or interest towards what we call good. What common thread
there is, is one that connects not the various meanings of good,
but our use of it in these various meanings. The attempt to find
a common thread in our application of the term is not what I am
chiefly interested in. What I am interested in, and what I can-
not but think to be the more important question for philosophy,
is whether there is not a sense of good in which it can be applied
to things not as meaning that they are successful or useful
members of a class, and not as meaning that they are instru-
mental to a good beyond themselves, but as meaning that they
are good in themselves. And it is surely plain that when we
state, for instance, that courage is good, this is what we mean—
even if some one may maintain that we are mistaken in making
this statement. I have tried to do some justice, briefly, to
the other senses, in the preceding chapter, and from that
point onwards I have been interested solely in this other and
more fundamental sense of ‘good’. And of this I feel pretty
clear, that though our applications of it are always accompanied
by an interest in what we thus call good, the existence of that
interest is not what we assert when we so describe things.
Professor Perry turns next to consider in detail Professor
Moore’s argument for the indefinability of ‘good’. He quotes
the remark ‘it would be absolutely meaningless to say that
oranges were yellow, unless yellow did in the end mean just
“yellow” and nothing else whatever—unless it were absolutely
indefinable.” ¥ And to this, taken alone, his objection is well
founded. ‘It is not meaningless’, he points out, ‘to say that
“the conception of substance is pre-historic”, or that “the
painting is post-impressionistic”, or that “the argument is
circular”; and yet in these cases the assigned predicates are de-
finable.’? The statement ‘oranges are yellow’ certainly is mean-
ingless unless ‘yellow” has in this statement asingle self-identical
meaning. In a sense ‘yellow’ must mean yellow and nothing
* G. E. Moore, Principia Etkica, 14. 2 4 General Theory of Value, 35.
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else whatever. But this does not show it to be indefinable. For
if we could correctly define ‘yellow” as, say, ‘x which is y’, we
should not be saying that ‘yellow’ means anything other than
‘yellow’, for “x which is y” would be just what yellow is. But,

it mxght be said in support of the view that ‘good’ is obvxously
indefinable, there is a great difference between ‘good” and such
attributes as ‘pre-historic’, ‘post-impressionistic’, ‘circular’. If
a term js definable, i. e. stands for a certain complex,’ we can
use the term intelligently and intelligibly only if we have the
definition to some extent before our minds; and we have in fact
at least rough definitions of such terms in our minds when we
use them. On the other hand, the fact that we use the term
‘good’ intelligently and intelligibly without having any defini-
tion of it in our minds shows that it is indefinable,

Professor Moore uses an argument of somewhat the same
type when he argues, against any attempt to define ‘good’,
that given any set of concepts not containing good, it is always
possible to inquire whether a thing answering to this set of
conceptsis good.? Suppose some one claims that ‘being~desired-
by-anybody is being good’, this claim is met by the fact that
even if we know that war is desired by some people, we may
still doubt whether it is good.

Both of these arguments amount, I think, to saying that if
‘good’ stood for any complex (as on any relational theory it
does), we ought, if we use the word intelligently, to have in
our minds the notion of a definite relation between definite
things. It seems to me clear that we have no such notion in our
minds when we use the word in ordinary discourse.

But I cannot be sure that this entirely settles the question.
For there seem to be cases in which we seek for the definition
of a term and finally accept one as correct. The fact that we
accept some definition as correct shows that the term did some-
how stand for a complex of elements; yet the fact that we are

1 1 should explain that I mean by a complex here a complex of elements co-ordinate
in respect of universality, in distinction from another class of terms which might be
called complex, and which are indefinable, viz. those that involve elements noe co-
ordinate in respect of universality, as ‘red’ involves both colour and redness. Cf. Cook
Wilson, Statement and Inference, it 5034,

% Principia Ethica, 15.
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for some time in doubt whether the term is analysable, and if so,
what the correct analysis is, shows that this complex of elements
was not distinctly present to our mind before, or during, the
search for a definition. It appears as if we cannot avoid recog-
nizing that there is such a thing as using a term which implicidy
refers to a certain complex, while yet the complex is not ex-
plicitly present to our minds. And in principle this might, it
seems, be true of ‘good’. The absence of an explicit reference
to a complex in our ordinary use of the term should therefore
not be taken as necessarily implying that the term is indefinable,
nor, in particular, as excluding the possibility of its standing
for a relation. The method should, I think, rather be that of
attending to any proposed definition that seems at all plausible.
If it is the correct definition, what should happen is that after
a certain amount of attention to it we should be able to say,
‘yes, that is what I meant by “good” all along, though I was
not clearly conscious till now that it was what I meant’. If on
the other hand the result is that we feel clear that ‘that was not
what I meant by good’, the proposed definition must be re-
jected. If, after we have examined all the definitions that possess
any initial plausibility, we have found this negative result in
every case, we may feel fairly confident that ‘good’ is indefi-
nable. And there is no initial presumption that it is definable.
For it seems clear that there could be no complex entities unless
there were some simple ones; and, in a universe so various as
the universe is, there is no reason to suppose that the simple
entities are few in number.

In the process of criticizing proposed definitions of a term,
there.are two moments. Perhaps the most obvious ground for
rejection of a definition is that we are able to point to things of
which the term is predicable but the definition not, or vice versa.
And any one will be able without difficulty to think of defini-
tions of ‘good’ that have been proposed, which come to grief
on one or other of these two objections. But even when the
denotations of the term and of the definition coincide (or when
we cannot be sure that they do not), we can often see that a
proposed definition does not express what we mean by the
term to be defined. It would be on this ground, for example,
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that we should reject a definition of ‘equilateral triangle’ as
‘triangle with all its angles equal’. And it is on this ground
that most of the proposed definitions of ‘good’ can be rejected
—many of the metaphysical definitions, such as those which
identify goodness with comprehensiveness or with reality;
and many of the psychological definitions, such as those which
identify it with being productive of pleasure or with being an
object of desire. The point is not that the proposed definition
is not seen at first sight 1o be true, or that it needs inquiry, but
that it does not survive inquiry.

Professor Perry’s own criticism of Professor Moore takes
the following form. Suppose that ‘good’ be defined as *desired
by some one’. This definition is disproved, says Professor
Moore, by the fact that even if war is desired by some one, it is
still possible to inquire whether war is good. Professor Perry
seems to admit this as fatal to the proposed definition, for he
proposes to substitute for it what he evidently thinks of as a
different definition, ‘good in some sense = desired by some one’.
And he endeavours to turn the edge of Professor Moore’s
objection by saying that the correctness of this definition is
quite compatible with our still being able to inquire (as we
evidently can) whether war, if it is good in this sense, is also
good in some other sense, e. g. desired by all men, or obligatory,
or beautiful,!

This seems to me strangely to miss the point. No one would,
I suppose, dream of objecting to the equating of ‘good in some
sense’ with ‘desired by some one’ on the ground that war though
desired by some persons is not desired by every one, or not
beautiful, or not obligatory. The objections are (1) that, even
though desired by some persons, war is not in any sense good
(though there may be elements in it that are good), and (2)
that, even if it were in some sense good, what would be meanz
by calling it good is most certainly not that it is desired by
some one.

Professor Perry further tries to base an argument for the
relativity of good to the interests of individuals, on the fact
‘that the question may be submitted once again to each indi-

t 4 General Theory of Value, 36-7.
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vidual judge’. ‘If when a given object aisalready acknowledged
to be good the question of its goodness is nevertheless put to a
subject M, the question is assumed to refer to the special sense
of good which is relative to M.t This would surely be a non-
sensical procedure, If the goodness of a is already ‘acknow-
ledged’, i. e, admitted by both the persons involved, there is no
sense in the one asking the other whether the object is good;
and anything that the other may say such as ‘I desire it’ or ‘I
don’t desire it’ has no relevance to the question whether it is
good, which has already ex Zypothesi been settled in the
affirmative.

The advocates of the view he is criticizing are, Professor
Perry points out, anxious to secure for ‘good” a meaning which
shall ‘provide judgments of value with a common object which
will determine their truth or falsity’. And for this purpose, he
insists, ‘an interest is as good an object as any other. The fact
that M takes an interest in a, consists in a relation of a to M
but this fact itself is not relative to M’s judgment about it, or
to the judgment of any other subject.” 2 There is, in fact, a great
difference between a view which makes the goodness of an
object depend on a subject’s judgement that it is good, and one
which makes it depend on his interest in it. The former view
is one that will not stand a moment’s examination; the latter is
one that does provide judgements of value with some reality
to judge about, and that therefore requires serious considera~
tion. But while it provides for our judgements of value an
object independent of our judgements, it fails to do justice to
what is also implied in our judgements of value, that when one
person says an object is good and another says it is not, they
are contradicting one another. For if M only meant ‘I take an
interest in &’ and &V only meant ‘I do not’, they would ot be
contradicting each other.

Professor Perry sometimes, for brevity, uses as equivalent
to ‘good’ ‘enjoyed by a subject’, and sometimes ‘desired by a
subject’. Neither of these phrases does full justice to his theory.
His theory is that to be good is to be an object of inzerest, and
interest is thought of as covering both desire and enjoyment;

s Ih. 37 3 Ib. 18,
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i. e. the goodness of some things consists in their being enjoyed,
that of others in their being desired, and that of others, perhaps,
in their being both enjoyed and desired (though this, as we
shall see, is impossible). Now so long as we say (as he is apt to
say) that ‘the goodness of the primrose consists in its being
desired’,! the theory seems at first sight attractive enough. But
obviously it is only a rough and ready description of my desire
to say I desire a primrose. What I desire is to be seeing it or
smelling it or possessing it. As soon as we describe definitely
what it is that we desire, we sce that it is something which does
not yet exist, There are no doubt cases in which we desire to go
on doing what we are doing, or being in the samesort of state that
wearein. Butevenif] desire, for instance, to go onlookingata
primrose, what I desire is not the looking which is taking place
at present, but the looking which I wish to take place in the
immediate future. The object of desire is always something
non-existent. If it be said that it exists as a possibility, we must
reply that that is an inexact way of saying that the possibility of
it exists, which means that though it does not exist, the nature
of some or all of the things that do exist is not incompatible
with its coming into existence.

It is plain that in so far as goodness were either identical
with or dependent upon being desired, nothing could both
exist and be good. Now I suppose that we are all convinced
both that some things that exist now are good, and that things
of certain kinds, which may come into existence in the future,
will be good if and when they exist; and I suppose that apart
from these convictions we should have little or no interest in
the topic of ‘good’, and ethics in particular would go by the
board. Yet in so far as the theory identifies the good with the
desired, it denies both these convictions. But it might be re-
plied that the goodness of existent things consists in their being
enjoyed, and the goodness of non-existent things in their being
desired. I must take leave, however, to doubt whether we can
say of a non-existent thing that it is good. However much one
were convinced that conscientiousness, for example, is good,
and that 4 might become conscientious, no one would say ‘4’s

1 CE. A General Theory of Value, 133.



THE NATURE OF GOODNESS 97

conscientiousness is good” if he were convinced that 4 is not in
fact conscientious. But, our opponent might reply, we can say
of kinds of thing that they are good even if we are not convinced
that any instances of these kinds exist, We might say ‘perfectly
conscientious action is good’, even if (as Kant suggests) we are
not convinced that there has ever been such an action. But
that is only a short-hand way of saying that without being sure
that such an action ever has existed, we can be sure that 7f any
existed it would be good. Hypothetical goodness presupposes
hypothetical existence just as actual goodness presupposes actual
existence. And if so, being good can never be identical with
being desired, or even compatible with it.

The relation in which the primrose stands to desire is not
that of being desired but that of exciting desire. This is a rela-
tion in which existing things can stand to desire, and the theory
might be transmuted into the form, ‘the good is that which
excites desire’. But the excitants of desire fall into two classes.
There are things our experience of which is such as to make us
desire to remain in our existing relation to them, or to get into
some closer relation to them, and to others like them; and there
are things our experience of which is such as to make us desire
to get away from them. Things of the second class are just as
decidedly excitants of some desires as things of the first class
are of others. And obviously one main sub-class (if not the
whole) of the second class consists of things that cause pain.
Thus if ‘good’ meant ‘excitant of desire’ we should be led to
the conclusion that things that cause pain are, as such, an im-
portant class of goods. This conclusion would evidently not
be accepted, and therefore the theory would have to be modified
into the form ‘the good is that which excites the desire to main-
tain our relations with it, or to get into closer relations with it,
and with others of its kind’—what we may, for short, call
‘positive desire’,

Now, on the face of it, some of the things that excite positive
desire! do so because they are judged to be good. Prima facie
one would say that if the consciousness of a good disposition

t Desire, of course, not for them to exist but for us to be in some new relation o
them or to continue to be in the same relation to them,
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in oneself or the contemplation of it in another leads me to wish
to maintain and develop that sort of disposition, it is not because
I feel it to be pleasant but because I judge it to be good. But
this alternative is not open to Professor Perry, for, in basing
our taking an interest in the thing on our thinking it good, it
would involve the giving up of his main thesis, that a thing’s
being good either is or is based upon our taking an interest in
it. All that is left for him therefore is to identify what is good
with that which by virtue of the pleasure it causes excites desire
for a closer relation with it and with other things like it. What
is good, then, for him is that which excites pleasure and thereby
excites such a desire. And though he includes both these ele-
ments in his formula, the fact of exciting pleasure is evidently
the root fact of which the other is a mere consequence.

Not only, however, is pleasantness the fundamental and
tendency to excite desire only a consequential element in good-
ness, according to the theory in the form in which it seems
necessary to restate it, but it is far more plausible to put forward
pleasantness, than to put forward this tendency, as the essence
of goodness. If we say ‘that which produces so-and-so is, as
doing so, good’, we are evidently implying that what is pro-
duced is intrinsically good, and what produces it instrumentally
good. And it is plausible enough to say ‘pleasure is intrinsically
good, and what produces it instrumentally good’; there is a
pretty general agreement that pleasure, whether it is the good
or not, is at least good. But there is no general agreement that
desire, or even positive desire, is good. If we take the moral
standpoint we must say that some desires are good and others
bad, and that when desires are good they are good not because
they are desires but because they are the sort of desires they
are. And if we take the hedonistic standpoint, we must say
that desires are good or bad (which will mean ‘pleasant or
unpleasant’) not in virtue of being desires but mainly (I suppose)
in virtue of their being supposed to be likely or unlikely to be
fulfilled. Desire (even positive desire) thus not being a thing
necessarily good in itself, there is no reason why, in general,
things that excite desire (or positive desire) should be good.
So long as we thought of things as objects of desire, it was
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perhaps not unplausible to say that objects of desire are good
even when the desire is not; but if we recast the theory in the
form in which we have found it necessary to recast it, and say
the good is that which excites positive desire, i. e. whichis to it
as cause to effect, there is no reason (obvious or alleged) why,
positive desires not being always good, their excitants should
nevertheless always be so.

The most favourable way, then, of presenting the theory we
are examining is to exclude from it the reference to desire and
to reduce it to the form ‘what is good is that which produces
pleasure’.? But no one would in fact say that everything which
produces pleasure is good unless he thought pleasure itself
good; 2 and the theoryemerges in the final form ‘pleasure, and
pleasure alone, is good by its own nature; and what produces
pleasure, and only what produces pleasure, is good because it
produces something good.” The heart of the theory, then, in
spite of all it has said by way of attack on ordinary notions of
intrinsic good, is that there is one thing, and one thing only,
that is intrinsically good, viz. pleasure. The theory when re-
duced to its simple terms seems to be our old friend, hedonism.
After all the able refutations of hedonism that have been pub-
lished in recent years, it seems to me unnecessary to tread once
more on this rather hackneyed ground, and I suppose that
Professor Perry would agree that hedonism is untenable, and
claim that his own theory is tenable only in virtue of elements
that distinguish it from hedonism. But these elements are, if
I am not mistaken, among the least tenable elements in his
theory.

There is, however, one more point of view from which the
theory may be examined. Professor Perry describes ‘the most
popular’” objection to it as being that ‘the fact of desire is not
accepted as final in most judgments of value. Objects of desire

¥ This is ambiguous, since it may mean * “good” means “productive of pleasure™ ’,
or ‘what is good is good because it produces pleasure’; i.e. the ambiguity involved in
the theory from the start {cf. pp. 8o~1) still remains.

* And inferred from this that what produces it is good. But it is surely plain that
it does not follow from a thing’s being good that what produces it is good, in the same
sense of ‘good”. It must be admitted that we often call ‘good’ things that are merely

useful, but then ‘good’ is being used improperly. Wheve I use the phrase “instru-
mentally good”, T use it to indicate this common but loose sense of ‘good”,
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are held to be bad in spite of their being desired, and desires
themselves are held to be bad whether or no they are satisfied”.!
I need not consider (a) one form of this objection with which
I have no sympathy—the view of Schopenhauer and others
that o/l desire is bad; that is an extravagance of quietism for
which there is little to be said. () The first real difficulty to
which the theory is exposed is that named next by Professor
Perry, viz. the fact that ‘the same object may be liked or desired
by one man, and disliked or avoided by another’.2 This fact,
taken with the identification of ‘good” with ‘object of interest’,
leads to the conclusion that the same thing may be both good
and bad. On the face of it, this result is paradoxical, and all
but self-contradictory; but he claims that ‘arelational definition,
such as that here proposed, is the only means of aveiding con-
tradiction’.3 The claim is an odd one: by identifying good with
object of interest we get into the paradox of calling the same
thing good and bad (a paradox which an absolute theory at
least escapes, whatever be its other merits or demerits); and
then we triumphantly get out of the difficulty by saying, ‘Oh,
but good only means good for one person, and bad only means
bad for another person, so that there is no paradox.’

Is it not clear that when we assert the goodness of anything
we do assert something which we believe to be incompatible
with the same thing’s being bad? We may describe 2 thing as
‘both good and bad’, but such language is not strict. (i) We
may mean that the thing contains some elements that are good
and some that are bad, but then tat is the right way of putting
the matter, and ‘the thing is both good and bad’ is only a loose
way of putting it. It is implied in our thought on the subject
both that if we push our analysis far enough we shall find some
elements that are simply good and others that are simply bad,
and that the whole is not both good and bad but is either on
the whole good or on the whole bad. (ii) It may be suggested
that, without thinking of a thing as consisting of good and bad
elements, we may judge it to be good from one point of view
and bad from another—that a state of mind, say, may be morally
good and intellectually bad. But this turns out to be reducible

1 4 General Theory of Value, 134. 2 1b. 135. 3 Ib. 136.
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to the former case, in which analysis reveals a good and a bad
element. If we take a temporal section of the history of a mind,
however short be the section there will be elements in it of
knowledge and opinion which have a certain value, and actions
or dispositions to act which have a certain value (positive or
negative). The whole state of mind, then, cannot be judged
from the moral point of view, nor from the intellectual, but
some elements in it from the one and some from the other.
And each such element will have a goodness that isincompatible
with its being bad, or a badness that is incompatible with its
being good; and the whole state of mind will have a degree of
goodness or else a degree of badness, which can be assessed
only from a point of view in which we transcend both the moral
and the intellectual point of view.

(¢) “The case which has most deeply affected popular habits
of thought, and which is mainly responsible for the prejudice
against the present theory of value’, says Professor Perry, ‘is
the case in which an interest or its object is morally condemned.’!
It is certainly an obvious objection to the theory that all objects
of interest are good, that in point of fact we do judge to be bad
many things in which nevertheless some one or other takes or
has taken an interest. Professor Perry’s answer to this objec-
tion is to urge that in such a case we are performing a moral
judgement, and that ‘moral judgments are not concerned with
value in the generic sense, but with a specific and complex
aspect of it. . . . They do not deal with interests per se, but with
the relation of interests to the complex purposes in which they
are incorporated.” 2

In answer to this it is important to point out that the term
‘moral judgement’ contains a serious ambiguity. There are
three types of judgement which have by various writers been
termed moral judgements. These are (i) the judgements in
which an actis pronounced to be right or wrong; (ii) the judge-
ments in which an action or disposition is judged to be morally
good, or bad, or indifferent, i. e. to have (or fail to have) the
kind of goodness or badness that only dispositions and actions
can have; (iii) the judgements in which something is said to be

i b, 136, 2 Ib. 136-7.
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good or bad or indifferent sans phrase. The first two may
be said to be departmental judgements, in the sense that each of
them is applicable only to one class of objects, the first to acts
considered apart from their motives, the second to dispositions
and actions considered in respect of their motives. Judgements
of the third class are not in any way departmental; they may be
made about anything in the whole world. It can be said of
some things—1 suggest, as at any rate an adumbration of the
things of which it can be said, virtue, knowledge and well-
grounded opinion, and pleasure'—that they are good; of
others—vice, badly grounded opinion, and pain—that they
are bad; and of other things that they are indifferent, i. e, con-
sidered in themselves, though many of them may be instru-
mental to good or to evil. In making such judgements we are
not adopting a narrowly ethical standpoint; we are saying for
instance that wisdom and pleasure are good, though they are
not morally good. We are taking the most commanding
point of view that can be taken with regard to the value of the
things in the universe. Yet this is a point of view which a moral
philosopher should, in part of his inquiry, adopt, since ethics
is the study of that which we ought to do, and of what is in-
volved in its being what we ought to do, and since what we
ought to do depends to a large extent (though, as I have urged,
not entirely) on the goodness or the badness of the things we
can in our acts bring into being.

It would, however, be a mistake to spend time in arguing
the question whether the theory of good in general belongs to
ethics or to metaphysics. The other two types of judgement
belong exclusively to ethics. Goodness in general runs out
beyond the strict scope of ethics, if ethics be the philosophical
study of good conduct; for some of the things that are good
are neither conduct nor dispositions to conduct. But the study
of the meaning of good in general, and of the types of thing
that are good, is either a part of ethics, or a part of metaphysics
to which the study of purely ethical problems inevitably leads
us: which it is, depends on how we define ethics and meta-

! To avoid making my statement too complicated, T omit a further kind of good
which will be mentioned later, of. p. 138.
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physics. Neither ethics nor metaphysics is a study to which
definite limits have hitherto been set, or one, probably, to
which they can profitably be set. The only way, perhaps, in
which we could prescribe a quite rigid programme for meta-
physics would be by saying that it is the study of the charac-
teristics possessed in common by everything that is; and from
this point of view the theory of goodness would have to be pro-
nounced not to be part of metaphysics. But whether we widen
our notion of metaphysics to make it include the theory of all
very widely distributed characteristics (among which goodness
and badness are included), or treat the study of value as a part
of ethics, or recognize an intermediate science of axiology (or
theory of value) less wide than metaphysics and wider than
ethics, is a question the discussion of which does not lead us
any distance at all towards understanding the facts.

We must return, however, to the objection Professor Perry
is at the moment considering, and to his answer to it. The
objection is that many of the things in which people find
pleasure and which they desire are nevertheless bad. His
answer is that they are not bad in general but only bad from
the ethical standpoint. And our answer to that is that while
there is what may be called a narrowly ethical standpoint from
which we judge such and such an action to be vicious or morally
bad, there is also a more commanding standpoint from which
we view the agent’s total state of mind at the time and judge
that in spite of any elements of pleasure-value it may contain
it is on the whole a bad thing, a thing for whose occurrence
the world is the worse. This is not the narrowly ethical stand-
point, for it is the same standpoint from which we judge that
the occurrence of a pain is, considered apart from its accompani-
ments, a bad thing, though a pain is not morally bad. Now if
from this, which is the most commanding standpoint, we say
that many states of mind in which their owners have taken
interest and found pleasure are nevertheless bad, ‘good’ cannot
be identical with ‘object of interest’.

My general conclusion is that Professor Perry’s arguments
have not succeeded either in refuting the view that goodness
is an intrinsic quality of certain things, or in defending from
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attack the view that it is identical with being an object of interest
10 some mind.*

But the view that goodness is an intrinsic quality is exposed
to attack from another quarter. Professor Urban, whose work
on the question of values entitles him to the most serious con-
sideration, attacks this view and puts forward another.? He
considers that there is a certain ambiguity in speaking of value
as a quality of objects. ‘On the one hand, by value is often
understood such qualities as the good and the bad, the beautiful
and the ugly, the pleasant and unpleasant, ete. They are quali-
ties like yellow, hard, loud, etc. On the other hand, the value
quale is characterized, often by the same authors (Russell,
Meinong), as that which “ought to be on its own account” or
“as worthiness to be, or to be of interest”.’? The expression
value, he says, is not necessarily used ‘merely as a general term
for these qualities; it may also refer to the proposition that
the object ought to be, to something judged because of these
qualities’ 4

Professor Urban admits then that goodness is a quality, and
a quality like yellowness. But he thinks that besides the value
judgement ‘so-and-so is good’, there is another type of value
judgement, ‘so-and-so ought to be because it is good’; and it
is the latter type of judgement that leads him to reject a quality
theory of value. Here he seems to me both to admit too much
and to make a claim that cannot be sustained. (1) On the one
hand he admits that ‘good’, ‘beautiful’, ‘pleasant’ are qualities
like ‘yellow’, ‘hard’, ‘loud’. This seems to me to overlook two
important distinctions. (e) Even if ‘good” and ‘beautiful’ are
qualities, they are not qualities like ‘yellow” and ‘hard’. There
is the vital difference—to be dwelt on later 5—that while the
latter are constitutive qualities, the former are resultant quali-

' I may refer here to the weighty fina! chapter of Meinong’s last treatment of the
problem of value, in his Zur Grundlegung der allgemeinen Werttheorie, It is remarkable
that though he approaches the problem from the side of the subjective act of valuation,
and of the analysis of this, he concludes that there are ‘unpersonal goods’, in the sense
that there are goods which are not essentially for a subject at all, though they arein a
subject (cf. p. 147 of his work). This is exactly the position I wish to establish,

2 Journal of Philosephy, &c., 1916, 455-65.
+ Ib.

3 b, 456. s Cf. pp. 1232,
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ties, depending on constitutive qualities. And () there is
a vital difference between ‘good’ on the one hand and
‘pleasant’ or ‘beautiful’ on the other; for while it can be intelli-
gently asked whether the pleasant or beautiful has value, it
cannot be intelligently asked whether the good has value, since
to be good is just to be valuable. ‘Good’ is a more general
term than ‘beautiful’ and ‘pleasant’, and if we sometimes use
‘good’ with a narrower reference to moral good, it is with the
knowledge that ‘good’ has a wider scope than this.

(2) But while he is content to regard not only ‘pleasant’ and
‘beautiful’ but ‘good’ as mere qualities, Professor Urban thinks
there is something further that may be asserted of things that
have these qualities, because they have them, viz. that they
ought to be on their own account, or that they are worthy to
be or to be of interest; and it is this that he identifies with value
proper, and asserts not to be a quality. This seems to me, with
all respect, to be a mistake. ‘Ought’ properly asserts an obliga-
tion, and it would be absurd to assert of, say, a state of pleasure
or a beautiful object that it is under an obligation to be, or of a
state of pain or an ugly object that it is under an obligation not
to be, Itis true that we sometimes say of such things that they
ought or ought not to be, but it is always, if we use language
with any approach to strictness, with the underlying thought
that it is or was or will be some one’s duty to bring them into
being, or to prevent them from being, It may further be pointed
out that it does not even follow from a thing’s being good that
it ought to be, even in this loose sense, for if a thing, though
good, wouldadd less to the sumof goodinthe universe thansome
other good thing that can be produced by an alternative act,
it is (when no special obligations exist) our duty not to bring
it into being; and again there are special obligations which
over-ride the obligation to bring a particular good into being.

“This is worthy to be” or ‘this is worthy to be an object
of interest’ seems either (@) to be a metaphorical ascription of
moral merit, i. e, of a deserving to be brought into being or to
be made an object of interest, to things many of which (e. g.
states of pleasure or beautiful objects) obviously have no moral
merit; or else (8) to be a mere synonym for the phrase we have
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already criticized—‘this ought to be’ or ‘this ought to be of
interest’—and open to the same objection as these.

These two mistakes, as I venture to think them ( (1) and (2) )
are logically connected. It is because Professor Urban de-
grades ‘good’, the universal adjective of value, to the level of
‘pleasant’ and ‘beautiful’, which are departmental adjectives of
value, and degrades all of these alike to the level of constitutive
qualities like ‘yellow’, ‘hard’, ‘loud’, that he feels a necessity to
seek value in something beyond goodness, and to express it in
the loose and metaphorical phrases he uses for it.

Further, he does not seem to be clear about the relation
between goodness, pleasantness, or beauty, and ‘ought-to-be-
ness’. For on one page! he describes the proposition that an
object ought to be as ‘something judged because of these

ualities’, and on the next he says that from the presence of
?hese qualities ‘the positive value of the object itself does not
follow’. Why thenshould one judge thatit ought to be, *because
of these qualities’?

Professor Urban is seeking to show that value, like existence,
is not a quality, and states this in the following way. ‘As an
object may have its full quota of qualities and the question of
its existence or non-existence still be left open, so an object may
have its full quota of qualities, including its so-called value
qualities, and we may still have to ask whether it ought to be
or not.”2 Here he seems to be on the track of a true distinction,
which, however, I should prefer to state in another way. There
are a number of characteristics which evoke some sort of ap-
proval or preference and in virtue of which anything that has
them has some intrinsic goodness. Yet to say of a thing that it
has one of these is not to say that it is intrinsically good. Treat-
ing beauty as a form of instrumental goodness (i.e. not as a
form of goodness in the strict sense but as a way of being pro-
ductive of something good),3 I do not reckon it among these
characteristics. The three which seem to me to cover the
ground (though I may easily be mistaken) are the character-
istics of being virtuous, of being an instance of knowing, of

t Journal of Philosophy, &ec., 456. 2 Ib. 457
3 CL pp. 127-31.
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being an instance of being pleased.? If therefore a state of mind
possessed one of these valuable characteristics and did not
possess any of the opposite characteristics, we should neces-
sarily judge it to be good. But concrete states of mind, perhaps
always and certainly sometimes, occupy positions on all three
scales—that of virtue-vice, that of intelligence-unintelligence,
that of pleasure-pain; and it therefore does not follow, because
a state of mind has one, or two, of the characteristics which in
themselves are good, that it is good on the whole. Thus to
judge of a state of mind (or of a state of society) that it is on
the whole virtuous, or intelligent, or pleasant, is not necessarily
to judge that it is good on the whole, The judgement that a
state of mind is good on the whole is what I should put in place
of Professor Urban’s judgement that a thing ought to be, as
distinguished from the judgement that it is virtuous or pleasant
or beautiful. And if I am right in holding that ‘this is good’ is
the true expression of this ultimate valuation, rather than ‘this
ought to be’, the argument for the view that goodness is not a
quality, and for the assertion that its affinities are rather with
existence, falls to the ground. I would distinguish as Professor
Utban does between the possession of moral goodness or of
intellectual goodness or o}) feeling-goodness by a thing (i.e. by
a state of mind) and its possession of goodness on the whole.
But I see no ground for his view that while these departmental
values are qualities, value ‘is not a “what” at all, either quality
or relation: it is a “that” ’. Is it not clear that value must fall
within the same category as its own varieties ?

Professor Urban admits this as a possible view, i.e. that
ultimate value may be a quality, though different from the
‘valuable qualities’.? But he holds that this view has been
refuted by Croce. Croce’s argument,? as summarized by Pro-
fessor Urban, is this: ‘Take . . . the value-judgement in its
usual form, A is as it should be, or negatively, 4 is as it should
not be. The first, he holds, is tautology, the second a logical
absurdity. If A exists, it is already as it should be, for it can
not be other than it is.’¢+ The conclusion Croce draws is that

t This last requires some modification; cf. pp. 135~8. 2 Journal of Philosophy,
Be., 459. % Saggio sullo Hegel, 409. + Journal of Philosophy, &c., 459.
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the so-called value judgement is not a judgement at all but a
mere expression of feeling, Professor Urban draws a different
conclusion—that value is not a quality. But let us see if either
of these conclusions really follows. It is necessary to dis-
tinguish between two types of subject of which it might con-
ceivably be asserted that it is (or is not) as it should be. (1) It
might conceivably be said ‘pleasure is as it should be’, ‘pain is
not as it should be’. And against any such judgement Croce’s
criticism is justified. To say for instance that pleasure is as it
should be implies that pleasure, while remaining pleasure,
might have different natures, that it is better that it should bave
one of them than any other, and that it has that which it is best
that it should have. And so with any similar judgement. Ofall
such judgements we may say, not with Croce that some are
tautological and others are absurd, but that all are absurd. For
in naming the subjects of our judgements as we have named
them, we have ascribed to them a certain nature and excluded
the possibility of their having a different nature, and also (since
the value of things depends on their nature) the possibility of
their having a different value, from that which they have. This
is just what distinguishes intrinsic from instrumental value;
for if a thing is only instrumentally good or bad, then even
when its nature remains the same it might have a different
instrumental value if the causal laws of the universe, or the
other things in the universe, were different.

But it is to be observed that, so far, Croce is fighting a man
of straw. No one can judge that ‘pleasure is as it should be’
unless he has adopted (as Croce does) the artificial view that
‘A is as it should be’ is the correct form of the value judgement.
If we adopt instead the natural form, ‘pleasure is good’, ‘pain
is bad’, his argument leaves us quite untouched. For to point
out that pleasure or pain could not be other than it is, has not
the slightest tendency to show that the judgement ‘pleasure is
good’ is tautological or the judgement ‘pain is bad’ absurd.

(2) There is another and quite different type of judgement, in
which we can and do assert of something that it is or is not as
it should be. We may say ‘the state of so-and-so’s mind is not
as it should be’, or ‘the state of England is not as it should be’.
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Here we do not in naming our subject already describe its
nature and exclude the possibility of its having a different
nature, and a different value, from that which it has. We mean
that the existing state of things is bad, with the further implica-
tion that it is the duty of some person or persons to substitute
for it a different state which would be good. And this again is
left entirely untouched by Croce’s argument.

The supposed conclusiveness, then, of Croce’s argument
against value being a quality arises partly from the use of the
phrase ‘4 is as it should be’ as the true expression of the value
judgement, and partly from a confusion between a kind of
judgement of this form which is absurd but which no one actu-
ally makes, and another type of judgement of this form which
we do make but which is not tautological nor absurd.

It is possible to exhibit in yet another way the falsity of
Professor Urban’s view that the affinity of value is with exis-
tence and not with qualities. ‘Qualities inhere in objects,” he
says, ‘since it is the quality that makes the object precisely what
it is; the judgement of quality presupposes that the thing is not
other than it is. But the object may have its full quota of quali-
ties without being judged valuable any more than existent.”!
He is thinking, no doubt, of Kant’s famous criticism of the
ontological argument on the ground that it treats existence as
a quality among others. An imaginary thaler may have (or
rather be imagined to have) exactly the same qualities as an
actual thaler in my pocket; existence is not one of the qualities
constitutive of a thing’s nature, nor something that follows
from them. But surely the analogy entirely breaks down. For
whereas from the fact that an imaginary thaler is imagined to
have exactly the same qualities as a real thaler has, it does not
follow that since the one exists the other exists, from two things’
having exactly the same qualities other than goodness, it most
decidedly does follow that if the one is good the other is good.
While existence is not a quality, goodness is a quality conse-
quent on the other qualities of that which has it.

Value is, Professor Urban maintains, ‘not an adjectival
predicate, but an attributive predicate. . .. Itisa predicate only

t Journal of Philosophy, &e., 459.
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in the sense that existence and truth are predicates’;" i.e. he
considers that there is a class of judgements of which ‘4 exists’,
‘A is good’, ‘4 is true’ are instances, in which no quality or
relation is ascribed to a subject. And though, as I have tried to
show, there is a quite essential difference between our predica-
tions of existence and our predications of value, to which his
view does not do justice, it is perhaps worth while also to
attack the view that there is a class of non-qualitative, non-
relational predicates, of which ‘existent” is merely one, The
judgement ‘4 is true’ is plainly a judgement in which another
judgement is asserted to possess a certain quality, which in turn
depends on a certain relation between the judgement that is
judged about and an existing fact. It is not of the same type as
the existential judgement, and there is no argument from analogy
for supposing that the judgment °4 is good’ is so.

In contrast with the views that value is a relation, ora quality,
Professor Urban inclines to the view that value is ‘an objective,
or specific form of objectivity’,? and he selects three points as
sufficient to characterize this view. ‘(1) Value is ultimately
indefinable in the terms or categories of matter of fact—as
object, or quality, or relation; (2) the judgment of intrinsic
value, that an object ought to be, or to be so-and-so, on its own
account apprehends an ultimate and irreducible aspect of ob-
jects; (3) this value is itself, not a quale of some objects, but is
a form of objectivity, in contrast with being and existence.’3
I may be allowed to sum up my own attitude towards the
theory as follows. (1) If “object’ here means, as I suppose it
must, ‘substance’, value is certainly not that. And I have tried
to give reasons for holding that it is not a relation. But the
arguments against the prima facie view that it is a quality seem
to have completely broken down. (2) I agree that the judge-
ment of intrinsic value apprehends an ultimate and irreducible
aspect of objects, and think that this is the sole element of truth
—and a very important element of truth—in the view. (3) I
reject the view that the true form of the value judgement is not
‘A is good’ but ‘4 ought to be’ or “4 is as it ought to be’, which
if accepted might lend some colour to the theory that the value

v Journal of Philosophy, &c., 459-60. * Ib. 461. 3 Ib.
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judgement is akin to the existential judgement "4 is’ rather than
to the predicative judgement ‘4 is 5.

Under the third head, Professor Urban recognizes two types
of the theory, one which holds that value is what ought to be,
another which holds that it is what ought to be acknowledged.?
The second form is no more acceptable than the first; for the
only conceivable ground for holding that a thing ought to be
acknowledged, i. e. acknowledged to exist, is that it exists, so
that the fact that it ought to be acknowledged is not the funda-
mental fact about it but only a consequential one.

Professor Urban adds two points which he considers to tell
in favour of his view. (1) The first consists in emphasizing the
verbal form of the value judgement. ‘In the value judgment’,
he insists passim,? ‘we apprehend a “that”’, nota “what”.” And
the ground here given is that what we judge is not an object
but an objective, i. e. something which can only be expressed by
a that-construction. Now we may if we please call anything of
which the proper expression is a that-clause an objective; I
will accept this language for the moment. And if so we must
agree that what is judged in a value judgement is an objective.
But how does this prove that value is an objective? For it is
equally true of any judgement that what is judged in it is an
objective. But the fact that ‘that 4 is red’ is an objective does
not show red to be an objective and not a quality; how then
does the fact that ‘that 4 is good’ is an objective show good to
be an objective and nota quality ? In this respect the two judge-
ments are precisely parallel.

But while value appears not to be an objective, I am inclined
to think that it is only objectives that in the long run have value,
or that have ultimate value. This fact, if it be a fact (the ques-
tion seems to me a very difficult one), is obscured by certain
perfectly natural and not really misleading but nevertheless not
strictly accurate ways of speaking. We say for instance of a
man that he is good. Butif we ask ourselves what is really good
in or about him, we find that it is not all that he is or all that he
does, but those actions, dispositions, or states of him which
have a certain character; his acting, say, on certain occasions

¥ Journal of Philosophy, &¢., 461. 2 e.g. ib. 462.
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from love of duty. Now that which is valued, like that which
is desired, is not s0 obviously an objective as that which is judged.
For the latter we have only one proper form of expression.
No one ever says ‘T judge his goodness’; we have to say ‘Tjudge
that he is good’. For the object of valuation, and for the object
of desire, we have other forms of expression. We can say ‘his
acting from such and such a motive is good’, or ‘his insight into
a comprehensive law of the universe is good’, or ‘his being
pleased is good’; and we can say ‘he desires the happiness of
his children’. Butin both cases we can quite naturally substitute
the that-form. We can say ‘that he is acting from a sense of
duty is good’, or ‘that he has insight, &c., is good’, or ‘that he
is experiencing pleasure is good’; and in the case of desire we
can say ‘he desires that his children shall be happy’. Thus the
that-construction seems to be a comprehensive form applicable
to what we value and to what we desire, as much as to what we
judge, though in the former two cases language has provided
us with alternative expressions which mean the same as the
‘that” clause.

This, if true, is important; for it enables us, without denying
goodness to be a quality, to recognize a great difference between
it and most qualities. Most of our adjectives, 1 suppose, refer
to qualities that belong to substances; ‘good’ is the name of a
quality which attaches, quite directly, only to ‘objectives’, and
since an objective is an entity more complex than a substance,
standing as it does for a substance’s having a certain quality or
being in a certain relation, ‘good’ may be called a quality of a
different type from those that attach to substances. To this it
might be objected that I judge that so-and-so’s acting conscien-
tiously, or knowing an important law of the universe, or being
pleased, is good, simply because I judge that virtue, knowledge,
or pleasure is good. But it is surely clear that ‘virtue’, ‘know-
ledge’, and ‘pleasure” are just short-hand ways of referring to
the fact that some mind or other is in a certain condition, i.e. to
entities that are complex as contrasted with mere substances,
or mere qualities, or mere relations; in other words, to ob-
jectives,

But if T use the word ‘objective’ as a convenient way of
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referring to the things that can be expressed by the ‘dass-
construction’, by ‘that’-clauses, I am far from thinking that
these taken together form a class of real entities. If I think ‘that
A is B, this does not imply that there is a real entity ‘that 4 is
B’—an independently real proposition with which my mind
is in a certain relation. If I'say ‘I think that 4 is B, it is my
state of mind and not any independently existing entity that I
am describing. The reasons which have led some logicians to
recognize propositions as entities distinct both from objective
facts and from the activity of thinking appear to be false; as the -
subject is foreign to our inquiry, I am content to refer to Mr.
McTaggart’s refutation of them.! And similarly, if I desire
‘that A shall be B°, this does not imply that ‘that A shall be 5’
is a real entity, In saying ‘I desire that 4 shall be B’ I am de-
scribing the state of my mind and nothing else; there is no
entity ‘that 4 shall be 8 with which my mind enters into rela-
tion. Thus the whole variety of things that are expressed by
‘that’-clauses do not form a class of entities. But some of the
things so expressed are real entities. If I know ‘that 4 is B, it
is implied that ‘that 4 is 5" is a real element in the nature of the
universe. And if ‘that mind 4 is in state B’ is good, then again
it is implied that ‘that mind 4 is in state B’ is a real element in
the nature of the universe. But the proper name for what is
expressed in such ‘thar’-clauses, which are real elements in the
nature of the universe, is not ‘objectives’ (which suggests an
affinity that does not really exist between these and what is
expressed in the other ‘that’-clauses mentioned above), but
‘facts’. It is better therefore to say that the things that have
ultimate value are facts. And since these are entities of a higher
order of complexity than substances, we get an important
distinction between value judgements and the judgements in
which we judge about substances.

(2) Professor Urban argues that ‘in order to know that an
object ought to be or is as it ought to be, it is not necessary to
know whether the object is or is not’.2 This statement, in the
second of its alternative forms, is plainly not acceptable. It is
clearly impossible to know that anything ‘s as it ought to be’

V The Nature of Existence, i. 932 2 Journal of Philosophy, 8ic., 463.
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without knowing whether it is at all. The other form, ‘such
and such an object ought to be’, contains no such obvious pre-
supposition of the object’s existence. But we have already
given reasons for rejecting this as a correct expression of the
value judgement. The true expression of that judgement is ‘4
is good’. Does this presuppose A’s existence? Professor Urban
maintains that it does not, and this is, I think, involved in his
view that value is ‘a form of objectivity, in contrast with being
and existence’,! ‘lying between being and non-being, but itself
not a form of being’.? He maintains that such a thing as perfect
happiness can be judged to be good, without being known to
be possible, let alone existent. But it seems clear that if we do
not judge perfect happiness to exist, the proper form of ex-
pression is not ‘perfect happiness is good’ but ‘perfect happiness
would be good’, i. e. if it existed—where its being good pre-
supposes its existence; just as it is the case that, if we do not
judge that 4 is happy, we cannot say ‘4’s happiness is good’
but only ‘4’s happiness would be good’. The judgement that
a thing is good presupposes the judgement that it exists; and
the judgement that it would be good presupposes the sup-
position of its existence. Wecan, of course, make the judgement
that it would be good if it existed, without knowing or even
judging that it exists, or even that it is possible. But that in no
way tends to show that value is independent of existence.
Actual value presupposes actual existence, and conditional
value supposed existence.

I conclude, then, that the arguments in favour of thinking
of value as an objective are no more successful than those in
favour of treating it as a relation, and that the arguments against
its being a quality put forward by those who hold the ‘objec-
tive’~theory are no more valid than those put forward by the
advocates of the ‘relation’-theory. The natural view that value
is a quality therefore holds its ground, and we may proceed to
consider whether we can say anything about the sort of quality
it is, and its relation to other qualities. In considering this
I have been much helped by Professor Moore’s study of the

t Journal of Philosophy, Bc., 461. 2 Th. 464.
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conception of intrinsic value,! the main points of which I will
briefly summarize. “To say that a kind of value is intrinsic is 10
say that the question how far a thing possesses it depends
entirely on the intrinsic nature of the thing, i. e, (1) that it is
impossible for a self-same thing to possess the value at one
time and nort at another, or to possess it more at one time and
less at another; (2) that if a thing possesses any kind of intrinsic
value in a certain degree, anything exactly like it must in all
circumstances possess it in the same degree. Or to put it other-
wise, if of two things not having a different intrinsic nature
one has a certain value, the other must also have it.

‘Intrinsic difference is not qualitative difference (though
most intrinsic difference is qualitative difference). For things
that possess the same quality in different degrees are intrinsi-
cally different, e.g. aloud sound and a soft one, or two things
of different sizes; and so are a yellow circle withared centreand
a yellow circle with a blue centre, although not these wholes
but only single elements of each are qualitatively different.

“What is meant by “impossible” when we say *“akind of value
is intrinsic if and only it it isimpossible that X and ¥ should
have different values of this kind unless they differ in intrinsic
nature” ? (i) It is sometimes said that “it is impossible for that
which has attribute F to have attribute G means simply that
things that possess F never in fact possess G. But more is
meant than this,?

*(ii) There are causa