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PREFACE 

\ THE function of moral philosophy-or at any rate the hope 
with which I study it-is that of helping us to think better 
about moral questions by exposing the logical structure of the 
language in which this thought is expressed. When I wrote 

1 my first book, which was a study of the chief moral words, , I had no more than a. dim notion of what account of moral 
reasoning would develop out of this study-only the convic- 
tion that, if it were well done, our understanding of moral 
questions would be increased. In the years since, this hope 
has not proved entirely vain; and, although I am still far 

r' from clear on many matters, I think it worth while to publish 
this progress report, if only to enlist the help of others in 
becoming clearer. 

My views have been the subject of a great deal of con- 
! troversy; but any reader who is looking in this book for a 

full-scale rebuttal of my critics will be disappointed. I did, 
indeed, in preparation for writing it, draft about fifty pages 
of polemical matter in answer to the most widely canvassed 
objections; but, having thus convinced myself that they could 
be answered. I came to feel that the answers to them were 

to appear elsewhere. I have profited greatly from these dis- 
. cussions; but I am obstinate enough to believe that, though 

I ,, they have added much to what I thought before, they have 
1 not taken much away. 

P R I N T E D  I N  G R E A T  B R I T A I N  

I 
A T  T H E  U N I V Z R S I T Y  PRESS.  O X F O R D  There will be found, therefore, in this book, only passing 

B Y  V I V I A N  R I D L E R  a allusions to these wrangles. Lest they should be thought to 
P R I N T E R  TO T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  r be directed at the views of particular people, I must make 

I i c clear that, in all cases except where names are mentioned, the 
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i 

1.1. I ASK the reader to start by s u ~ ~ o s i n e  that sodeone 

J - that calls forth all the powers of thought, imagination, and 
5. Backsliding 

67 feeling that a man possesses. He will have to supply his own 
example; for I cannot say for any one of my readers what 

P A R T  I 1  
moral question has troubled him most. If he cannot think of 
an ex amp!^, he will not understand this book, and may as well 

M O R A L  R E A S O N I N G  postpone the reading of it until he has lived a little longer. 

6. A Moral Argument 86 
I wish to draw attention to two features which any such 

serious moral problem will have, the combination of which 
7. Utilitarianism 112 seems to confront us, as philosophers, with a paradox, or zven 

1 an antinomy. The first is that a man who is faced with such 
8. Ideals 

'37 a problem knows that it is his own problem, and that nobody 

9. Toleration and Fanaticism can answer it for him. He may, it is true, ask the advice of 
I57 other people; and he may also ascertain more facts about the 

circumstances and consequences of a proposed action, and 
P A R T  111 other facts of this sort. But there will come a time when he 

T H E O R Y  TO P R A C T I C E  does not hope to find out anything else of relevance by factual 
inquiry, and when he knows that, whatever others may say 

10. Logic and Morals I 86 about the answer to his problem, he has to answer it. If anyone 
were to suggest that the answer must be such and such, ,I 

1 I. A Practical Example 203 because everybody says so---or that, even, he would be abusing 
the English language if he gave any other answer-he will, if 

I N D E X  
225 he understands what moral questions are, feel that to accept 

824184 B 



10 DESCRIBING A N D  PRESCRIBING I. 2.1 . 

very difficult question of what would constitute a misuse of 
the word 'it'. 

Having explained how the class of descriptive t m  is to be 
defined, we can now go on to do the same for the class of 
descriptive judgements.1 A judgement is descriptive if in it the 
predicate or predicates are descriptive terms and the mood is 
indicative. The latter restriction is required because impera- 
tive sentences also normally contain descriptive terms (for 
instance in 'Be quiet' the expression 'quiet' is a descriptive 
term); and we do not want to have to call imperatives descrip- 
tive judgements. I am using the word 'predicate' to cover not 
only what are sometimes called 'one-place' predicates but also 
predicates (such as relational terms) which can take more than 
one subject. Thus my account is intended to cover not only 
subject-predicate propositions in the narrow sense, but also 
relational ones. For example 'hit' is a two-place predicate, 
expressing a relation; the sentence 'John hit James' expresses 
adescriptive judgement because in it this two-place predicate, 
which is a descriptive term, is predicated, in the indicative, of 
the ordered pair of subjects John and James. 

2.2. We must now notice the connexion between the fact 
that some judgements are descriptive and another feature 

I ,I 

we are speaking u, 
is important to 

I. 2.7. DESCRIPTIVE MEANING I I 

is red, he is F m i t t e d  to the 
was like it in the ' elevant\\respects 

relevant r e s p e c b k e  which, 
he thoug call the first thing red; in this - 
particular case, they amount to one respect only: its red 
colour. This follows, according to the definitions given above, 

1 from the fact that This is red' is a descriptive judgement. 
'This is red' entails 'Everything like this in the relevant 

( '  respects is red' simply because to say that something is red 
'@ ' 7 while denying that some other thing which resembles it in the dv' 

relevant respects is red i e m i s u s e  the word 'red'; and this is 
because 'red' is a descriptive term, and because therefore to 

-emp- moral j u w e  this feature with 
descriptive judgements, although the differences between 

\ 
them in other respects are, as we shall see, sufficient to make 

,I it misleading to say that moral judgements are descriptive. 
( Nevertheless, in so far as moral judgements do have descrip- 
tive meaning, in addition to the other kind of meaning which 
they have, they share this characteristic, which is common to 
all judgements which carry descriptive meaning. \ 

I I have used the term 'judgement', here and in LM, in an artificially 
general sense, in order to avoid subscribing to the fiction that all indicative 
sentences express statements, and in order to leave some questions un- 
begged. 

say that something is red is to say that it is of a certain kind, 
and so to imply that anything which is of that same kind 
is red. 1 

The proposition'Everything like thisin the relevant respects 
is red' is not, indeed, formally and in the strictest sense a 
universal one; for it contains the singular term 'this'. But, as 
I have explained elsewhere,' when a singular term is governed 
by the word 'like' or its equivalent, it has the property of 
being turnable into a universal term by substituting for 'like 
this' a term which describes the respects in which the thing in 
question is being said to be like this. If no suitable word exists, 
it is always possible to invent one. And so if a person who 
says 'This is red' is committed also to the proposition 'Every- 
thing like this in the relevant respects is red', then he is, 
further, committed to the proposition that there is a property 
such that this has it and such that everything which has it 
is red. And the second part of this proposition contains no 
singular terms, and can therefore be calledproperly universal. 

I t  may be observed that the proposition 'There is a pro- 
perty such that everything which has it is red' is a very trivial 
one, since the property in question is redness, and we know 
that there is such a property, once we know what sort of word 

' Aristotelian Society, Iv (1954/5), 307. 



12 D E S C R I B I N G  A N D  P R E S C R I B I N G  I. 2.2 

'red' is (i.e. a descriptive word). But note that there are in 
fact other properties such that everything that has them is red 
(e.g. the properties of being scarlet, or of being a ripe tomato 
of the commonest variety). We may admit, however, that, 
since this proposition, even if it were not non-trivially true, 
would still be trivially true, 'red' being the sort of word that 
it is, the t t descriptive judgements are universalizable 

I t  is put forward here only because 
light on the thesis, which is itself 

I. 2.3 D E S C R I P T I V E  M E A N I N G  13 

value-judgements has momentous consequences for ethics. 
The  thesis enables us to illuminate the problem of what is 
meant by 'descriptive meaning'. This is not surprising; for 
we derived the thesis from a consideration of what i t  was for 
a term to be descriptive. One of the features of descriptive 
meaning, as opposed to other sorts of meaning, is that- 
upon the concept of similarity. We might restate what we 

descriptive meaning-rule is one which lays it down that we 
noticed above about descriptive meaning by saying that a , 

, 
not so trivial, that moral judgements are, in the same sense, 
universalizable. 1 

2.X For the moment, however, let us merely observe that (' ' 
in an apparently trivial, but at any rate unobjectionable, 
sense, any singular d e s c r M e  judgement is universalizable: .) 

. - -  
and not worth stating. Nothing, it may be said, ever is exactly 

I 
like anything else--whether this be regarded as analytic or 
not need not concern us. On the other hand (the objection 
goes on) if we say 'like in the relevant respects', we have on 
our hands the problem of how to determine and formulate 

t 

what are the relevant res~ects. And if we rgnnnt rln +hi= it 

I Secondly, the thesis has indeed an important impact on the 
theory of meaning, just as the corresponding thesis about . 

may apply an expr&sion to objects which are-similar to each 1 
other in certain respects. I t  is a direct consequence of this 
that we c a m o u t  inconsistency apply a descriptive term 
to one thing, and refuse to apply it to another similar thing 
(either exactly similar or similar in the relevant respects). At 
any rate a person who admitted that two things were exactly 
similar, but applied some descriptive term to one while 
refusing to apply it to the other, though he claimed to be 
using the term unambiguously, would be showing that he 
either did not understand that the expression was a descrip- 
tive term, or did not understand what a descriptive term was. 

I t  thus turns out that the universalizability of singular 
descriptive judgements is a consequence of the fact that the 
meaning-rules for the descriptive terms which they have to 
contain are universal rules, and universal rules of a certain 
type. The  difficulty of formulating precisely the respect in 
which the two objects have to be similar is simply the difficulty 
of determining the precise meaning in which the speaker was 
using the term. For example, suppose that I say that X i s  red ; 
I am committed to holding that anything which is like X in 
the relevant respect is also red. But suppose that I am asked 
what is the relevant respect. I shall be able to answer this 
question only by giving an indication, vague or precise, of 
what it was about X that made me call it red; i.e. by explain- 
ing what I meant by calling it red. This explanation, if I can 
give it, will determine in what respect another object has to 
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resemble X before it becomes possible to, and impossible not 
to, apply to it the descriptive term 'red', in the sense in which 
I was using that term. In  this particular case an ostensive 
explanation (possibly a very elaborate one) will be required. 

I must emphasize again that I am not making language out 
to be more rigid than it is. It is, of course, true that the con- 
cept 'red' is one whose boundaries are ill-defined. One man 
might call an object red which another said was not red-and 
that, not because there was a difference in their colour-vision, 
but because they had learnt to use the word 'red' in slightly 
different ways. Colour-cards from different manufacturers of 
paint often vary in this way; one card may, for example, 
classify as green a shade which is called on the other some 
sort of yellow. And a person might change his use of the word 
'red' slightly; he might come to include in red, shades which . 

previously he included in purple. The history of the word , 
'purple' itself illustrates this sort of change; the dye from 
whose name the word 'purple' is derived would now be 
classified by almost everybody as a red. All I am saying is that 
on any one occasion of the use of the word 'red' the speaker 
must have some feature of an object in mind as that to which 
he is drawing attention in using the word. He may be very 
unclear about the precise boundaries of the concept he is 
employing (we can use 'red' without having decided what we 
would say about border-line cases); but there must be some- 
thing about the object in question which, if it were repeated 
in another object, he would (provided that he went on using 
the word in the same sense) treat as entitling him to call that 
object red too. If this were not so, what he said would have 
no descriptive meaning at all. Thus (if I may be allowed to 
anticipate my future argument) the alleged difficulty of 
formulating the universal rule which is implied in any value- 
judgement is simply the same sort of difficulty which is 
encountered when we try to explain the meaning of a descrip- 
tive term as used on a particular occasion. 

1. 2.4 DESCRIPTIVE M E A N I N G  15 

2.4. Let us now consider a further objection, also on 
grounds of triviality. I t  might be said that the universal 
proposition which is generated, in the way described above, 
by any singular descriptive judgement is merely a matter of 
the meming of the descriptive term contained in the judge- 
ment; that it cannot be a matter of substhce. If I say that X 
is red, I am committed to holding that anything which is like 
X in a certain respect is red too. In  using the descriptive term 
'red' I must be employing some universal rule; but, it might 
be objected, this rule is only that which gives the meaning of 
'red'; it is a purely verb21 matter of how the word 'red' is used. 
Now this I do not wish to deny, in the case of purely descrip- 
tive terms; as we shall see, evaluative terms differ in this 
respect. The universal rules which are involved in the use of 
all descriptive expressions are meaning-rules ; and since these 
are obviously in some sense universal (in what sense, I have 
tried to make clear), it seems hardly worth saying that singu- 
lar descriptive propositions commit the speaker to universal 
propositions. And perhaps in most philosophical contexts it 
would not be worth saying. But in the present context it is 
most important; for I am going on to speak about the 
universalizability of value-judgements (upon which a great 
deal hangs in ethics), and it is most necessary that it should 
be understood what I mean by this. The way which I have 
chosen'of explaining what I mean is by saving that the feature 
of value-judgements which I ca?runiversalizability is simply 

-tK& W 3 i t k y x I i a r e  with descriptive judgements ; namely 

----- 
111 l 

Ihe fact that they both carry descriptive meaning.'lt thus , 

Decoiiies very Important to elucidate accurately this fe re 
of descriptive judgements. 

I 
$ - 

If I call a thing red, I am committed to calling anything 
else like it red. And if I call a thing a good X, I am committed 
to calling any X like it good. But whereas the reason in the 

I 
former case is that I must be using the word 'red' in accord- 
ance with some meaning-rule, the reason in the latter case is 
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much more complicated. For a naturalist, indeed, it would 
not be any more complicated; for naturalists hold that the 
rules which determine to what we can apply value-words are 
simply descriptive meaning-rules, and that these rules deter- 
mine the meaning of these words completely, just as in the 
case of descriptive expressions. For him, a value-word is just 

simply one kind of descriptive word. I t  is true also of non- 
natural descriptivists such as Moore that for them value- 
words are descriptive terms whose meanings are completely 
determined by the sort of descriptive meaning-rules that I 
have been discussing. The difference between natural and 
non-natural descriptivists is important for our argument. The 
non-naturalist holds that the feature which has to be present 
in a thing before a value-word can be applied to it is some- 
thing which can be d only by using that or some other 
value-word; it ' suigen . On the other hand, according to 
the naturalist 0 eature is also describable, though per- 
haps at greater length, in non-evaluative (usually empirical) 
terms. 

2.5. For the sake of a name, let me refer to the type of doc- 
trine which I put forward in The Language of Morals, and 
still hold, as 'universal prescriptivism'-a combination, that 
is to say, of universalism (the view that moral judgements are 
universalizable) and prescriptivism (the view that they are, at 
any rate typically, prescriptive). It will be useful to make clear 
at this point that it is not easy with consistency to attack both 
sides of the doctrine at o n c e . c 2  E w e  have seen, it follows 
from the definition of the expression 'descriptive term' that 
'descriptive judgements are universalizable in just the same 
way as, according to my view, moral judgements are. I t  is 
impossible consistently- to maintain that moral judgements 
are descriptive, and that they are not universalizable. To put 

I. 2.5 DESCRIPTIVE M E A N I N G  17 

the matter even more starklv: a philosopher who rejects 
universalizability is cpmrnitted to =mew h a t  moral lidge- / 
ments have no descriptive meaning at all. Though there have 
been, no doubt, philosophers who are willing to go as far as 
this, they certaiily do not include many of those who have 
declared themselves against universalizability. 

The matter can perhaps be made clearer in the following . 

way. Let us call the thesis that moral judgements are universa- 
lizable, u, and the thesis that they are prescriptive, p. Now 
there are two theses about the descriptive character of moral 

are all mutually consistent. As we have seen, d' entails u. 
p is consistent with d', because to say that a judgement is 
prescriptive is not to say that prescriptive meaning is the only 
meaning that it carries, but merely that it does carry this 
element in its meaning among others (2.8). Now, as I hope 
to show, the combination of p and u (or d') is sufficient to 
establish the rationality of morals, or the possibility of cogent 
moral arguments-it is important that p ,  as I shall show, so 
far from being an obstacle to establishing this, is actually a 
necessary condition for it (6.3,9.4, 11.7): But there are those 
who think that they require for this purpose not merely the 
weaker theses u or d' but the stronger thesis d. Now d is indeed 
inconsistent with p;  and therefore these descriptivists think it 
neces-mt; -because p has been affirmed by my- 
self and others in conjunction with u, and because the con- 
nexion between d' and u has not been noticed, u has perhaps 
acquired, in the minds of some descriptivists, a kind of guilt 
by association : 'Some wicked prescriptivists have affirmed u,' 

824184 c 
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they seem to be saying, 'therefore it must be attacked.' But 
since d, which the descriptivists affirm, entails the weaker 

I the basis of the rationality of morals that they reject out of 
hand p, because it is inconsistent with d ;  nor is it helped by 
those others who are so convinced of the truth of p that they 
reject u (which they wrongly think to be inconsistent withp). 
The subject will be understood when it is realized how p and 
u are both mutually consistent and jointly sufficieit for 
establishing the rationality of morals; and that d is not only 
not necessary for this purpose, but actually prevents its 
realization, since it entails the abandonment of p, which as we 
shall see, is an essential factor in moral arguments. 

I shall argue shortly that a naturalist in particular cannot 
consistently deny the thesis of universalizability. But the non- 
natural descriptivist has, it must be allowed, a way of escape 
from this argumentum ad hominem. According to him, a word 
such as 'good', though descriptive, has meaning-rules which 
are logically independent of the meaning-rules of other, non- 
evaluative words. I t  is thus possible for him, if he wishes, to 
admit that moral judgements are, like other descriptive judge- 
ments, universalizable, but to admit this in such a trivial and 
innocuous way that he comes to no harm thereby, even if he 
wants at the same time to be, in substance, a particularist (if 
I may use that name for the opposite of a universalist). For 
suppose that we say to him: 'If you call X a good Y, you are 
committed to the judgement that anything which is like X in 
the relevant respects is also a good Y.' He can reply, 'Certain- 
ly; but the relevant respect is simply the possession of the sui 
g w i s  non-natural property of goodness; an object might be 
like X in every other respect, and I could still refuse to call it 
a good Y if it had not got this property.' 

I. 2.5 DESCRIPTIVE MEANING 19 

Such a philosopher could indeed embrace, at any rate for 
all practical purposes, the extremest sort of particularism. He 
would be maintaining a thesis which is obviously false (for 
the reasons given in LM 5.1 ff.); but the argument which I 
have just put forward would not touch him. He could main- 
tain a view similar in its effects to one attributed (wrongly, as 
we shall see) to the Existentialists by some of their British 
admirers: he could say that we have to examine every object 
in its uniqueness for the property goodxess and other moral 
properties; and that by attributing a moral property to one 
object we are not committed to attributing it to any other 
object, however similar in other respects. Of course, if we find 
another object possessing just this property, we shall have to - - 
say so; but since this varies &he independently of 
the other, non-moral, properties, this commitment is th i  
reverse of onerous. Eventhing that the particularist wishes to 

.4 - 
say can be said-in substance-in these old-fashioned terms 
without denying anything that I have established in this 
chapter, provided only that he sticks to non-naturalism. 

There is, it is hardly necessary to point out, another kind 
of non-naturalist who thinks (quite correctly) that moral 
properties do not vary quite independently of non-moral 
properties, but are in some sense consequential or super- 
venient on them. This kind of non-naturalist will be, so far 
as the present argument goes, in the same position as the 
naturalists. 

For the naturalist, the way of escape which I have just 
described is not open. For he is wedded to the view that when 
we apply a moral predicate to an object, we do so in virtue of 

absence of properties may be as relevant as their presence). 
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These are the properties which constitute that about the I 

object which makes it a suitable subject for the appli- 
cation of this moral predicate. I t  follows that the kind of 
universalizability to which the naturalist is committed is not 
the relatively innocuous kind which, as we saw, the particu- 
laristically inclined non-naturalist can safely admit. For let 
us suppose that we are having the same argument as before, 
only with a particularist who wishes to be a naturalist. 'If you 
call X a good Y',  we say to him, 'you are committed to the 
judgement that anything which is like X in the relevant 
respects is also a good Y'. He cannot, like the non-naturalist, , 

while admitting this, claim that 'the relevant respects' are 
simply the possession of the suigeizeris non-natural property 
of goodness. They have to be, rather, some set of non-moral 
properties. 

The effects, therefore, for the naturalist of his involvement 
in universalism are much more awkward for him, if he is 
inclined towards particularist views. For he is committed to 
the admission that, if he makes a moral judgement about one 
object, this must be in virtue of the possession by the object 
of certain non-moral features (what features is determined by 
the meaning-rule for the moral word in question); and that 
therefore any other object which possesses these features must 
also have the same moral judgement made about it. Thus it is 
quite impossible for a naturalist to be, consistently, any sort 
of particularist. 

In the preceding paragraphs I have confined my attention, 
for the sake of simplicity, to the word 'good'. T o  avoid 
repetition, the reader who is in doubt as to whether the same 
remarks apply to other moral words is invited to go through 
the argument again, substituting other moral words for 'good', 
and confirming that it still carries conviction. For example, if 
'right act' or 'wrong act' are substituted throughout for 'good 
object of a certain kind', all the same things can be said; and, 
in view of the very close connexion in meaning between 

2.6. An illuminating way of approaching the thesis which 
I am maintaining (namely universal prescriptivism) is to look 
upon it as retaining what is sound in descriptivism (natural 
and non-natural), and adding to it an account of the other 
essential element in the meaning of moral judgements, the 
prescriptive. The truth in naturalism is that moral terms do - 
indeed have descriptive meaning. I t  is not the only element in 
their meaning, and it is therefore misleading to refer to it, as 
do the naturalists, as the meaning of a moral term; but in 
virtue of possessing this descriptive meaning moral judge- 
ments are universalizable, and naturalism has the merit of 
implying this. 

Another way of putting the point is this: both naturalism 
and my own view lay great stress on the fact that, when we 

i 
make a moral judgement about something, we make it because 
of the possession by it of certain non-moral properties. Thus  

4 
both views hold that moral judgem bout particular things 
are made for reasons; and the tion of a rea n, as always, 

Qwn that some- ) ) brings with it the notion of a rule 
thing is a reason foT something else. Both views, therefore, 
involve universal~zability. The difference is that the naturalist '. 
thinks that the rule in question is a descriptive meaning-rule ' 
which exhausts the meaning of the moral term used; whereas 

r--- 

in my own view the rule, tmugh it 1s very analogous to a 
descriptive meaning-rule, and though, therefore, it is quite 
legitimate to speak of the 'descriptive meaning' of moral 
terms, does not exhaust their meaning (LM 7.1 ff). For a 
naturalist, therefore, the inference from a non-moral descrip-, 
tion of something to a moral conclusion about it is an inference 
whose validity is due solely to the meaning of the words in it. 
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The rule permitting the inference would be simply the 
descriptive meaning-rule for the moral term used, and to 
accept such a rule would be simply to accept a meaning for the 
moral word. Conversely, if the meaning of the moral word be 
once understood, there can, for the naturalist, be no departing 
from the inference-rule; it is impossible to refuse the con- 
clusion of the inference without altering the meaning of the 
word. But for me the position is different. Since the 'descrip- 
tive meaning' of moral terms does not exhaust their meaning, 
the other element in their meaning can make a difference to 
the logical behaviour of these terms in inferences. This is the 
point at issue in the controversy about whether an 'ought' 
can be derived from an 'is'. 

2.7. I t  is now time, therefore, to ask what effect the intro- 
duction of the additional, prescriptive element in their mean- 
ing has upon the logical character of moral words.' I shall not 
try at this stage to define the word 'prescriptive'. Its meaning 
will not become clear until much later. But let us start by 
supposing that we have a word which carries the descriptive . . meaning of some value-word, but lacks _-/ n- 
ing. Such a word would be, in its logical character, just like an 
ordinary descriptive word. To know how to use it, we should 
have to know to what kind of things it was properly applied, 
and no more. Now let us suppose that we try to add prescrip- 
tive meaning to such a word, thereby, according to my theory, 
recreating the original value-word. Let us, to take the same 
example as I used in LM 7.2, coin the word 'doog' to carry 
the descriptive meaning of the word 'good' as used in the 

' It must be emphasized that it is not part of my thesis that moral words 
are used prescriptively in all contexts; and it makes sense to call them 
'moral' even when they are not so used. But on the prescriptive uses the 
other uses depend (4.2, 5.6 ff.; LM 7.5,9.3, 11.3). 'Prescriptive' is to be 
understood here in a wide sense to include permissions (10.5). Thus the 
statement that an act is morally permissible is in this sense prescriptive. 
The logical relations between prescriptions and permissions are too 
complex to be dealt with here. 

I. 2.7 DESCRIPTIVE M E A N I N G  23 

sentence 'He is a good man', without its prescriptive meaning. 
Let us first notice, as before, that the statement 'X i s  a doog 
man' will be ~niversalizable. Anybody who makes it will be 
committed to the view &%me man who was exactly like 
X, or like him in the relevant respects, would also be a doog , 

man; and the relevant respects would be simply those which 
the descriptive meaning-rule for the word 'doog' specified. 

Now what happens if we try to add prescriptive meaning to 
such a word? The inevitable consequence of such an addition 

I 
is that the descriptive meaning-rule becomes more than a 
mere meaning-rule. Since our value-word 'good' is to be used 
with the same descriptive meaning as 'doog' the content of th 
rule will remain the same; but its logical character will change. 
The rule will still say that it is proper to apply the word 'good' 1 
to a certain kind of man; but in saying this (in enunciating 
the rule) we shall be doing more than specifying the meaning 
of the word. For in saying that it is proper to call a certain 
kind of man good (for example a man who feeds his children, 
does not beat his wife, &c.) y e  are not just explaining the 
meaning of a word; it is not 

J 
are giiing, but something m 
ing that, of all kinds of man, 
hearer will be learning some 
I t  will be synthetic because of 
the word 'good'; in learnin 
to use a word in a certain 
for ixnit2tion a certain 

-ts such a rule is likely to live, not merely talk, 
differently from one who does not. Our descriptive meaning- 
rule has thus turned into a synthetic moral principle. 

This change brings other consequences with it. T o  illus- 
trate them, let us consider the context of the words' use in 
more detail. I have so far been assuming that the society 
which is using these expressions 'good man' and 'doog man' 
has very inflexible standards of human excellence, and that 



therefore no question arises of the descriptive meaning of .  
either word changing. But  in the real world standards of 

I 
1 

human excellence change (for example, on the wrongness of;  
wife-beating);] and therefore, if the expression 'good man' is 
to be used (as it is) to express changing standards, its logical 
character has to be such as to allow for this. 
making the p r e s c r i p t i v ~ n i n ~ o f  the 
its descriptive mean1 

I t  is not necessary ord should be treated in 
this way. There are other moral words whose prescriptive 
meaning is secondary to their descriptive: for example 'indus- 
trious' (LM 7.5), 'honest', and 'courageous'. Let us imagine 
a society which places a negative value upon industry; there 
seem to be such societies in the world, in which the indus- 
trious man is regarded as a mere nuisance. Such a society 
could never (if it spoke English) express its moral standards 
by using the word 'industrious', like us, for commending 
people, only with a totally different descriptive meaning-i.e. 
commending them for totally different qualities, for example 
that of doing as little work as possible. If they did that, we 
should say that they had changed the meaning of the English 
word 'industrious'. The descriptive meaning of 'industrious' 
is much too firmly attached to the word for this sort of thing 
to be allowed; these people would be much more likely to use 
the word in its normal descriptive meaning, but neutrally or 
pejoratively; i.e. to give it no, or an adverse, prescriptive 
meaning. 

But i;is not so mandatory, though it is possible, to treat the 
word 'good', like the word 'industrious', as one whose descrip- 
tive meaning is primary (LM 7.5). If we came to disapprove 
of industry, we should not stop calling the industrious man 
industrious; but, if we had previously called him a good man 

See G. M. Trevelyan, English Social History, p. 65 : 'But the "lordship" 
was held [in the fifteenth century] to be vested in the husband, and when 
he asserted it by fist and stick, he was seldom blamed by public opinion.' 
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because, among other virtues, he was industrious, we should, 
if we came to disapprove of his 
calling him good. This is because 
is the prescriptive force of the 
attached to it than any part of its descriptive meaning; we 
should therefore be likely to keep the word 'good', as a 
prescriptive word (part of our vocabulary of commendation), 
and alter its descriptive meaning. 

I t  is useful to have in our language both secondarily evalua- 
tive words like 'industrious' and primarily evaluative words 
like 'good'; and we should therefore be suspicious, if any 

I 

philosopher seeks to persuade us that we ought in the interest 
of concreteness to neglect the study of words like 'good' and 
concentrate on words like 'industrious' and 'courageous' 
(10.1). The object of such a manceuvre might be to convince 
us that all moral words have their descriptive meaning irre- 
movably attached to them; but, fortunately for the usefulness 
of moral language in expressing changing standards, this is 
not so. T o  take this line would be to give an account of moral 
language which is, so far as it goes, true, but not sufficiently 
general (in the sense in which Newtonian mechanics is not 
sufficiently general). The account would suffice for the moral 
language of an irrevocably closed society, in which a change 
in moral standards was unthinkable; but it does not do justice 
to the moral language of a society like our own, in which some 
people sometimes think about ultimate moral questions, and 
in which, therefore, morality changes. Orwell's Newspeak in 
1984 was a language so designed that in i t  dangerous thoughts 
could not be expressed. Much of Oldspeak is like this too- 
if we want, in the Southern States, to speak to a negro as 
an equal, we cannot do so by addressing him as a nigger; 
the word 'nigger' incapsulates the standards of the society, 
and, if we were confined to it, we could not break free of 
those standards. But fortinately we are not so confined; our 
language, as we have it, can be a vehicle for new ideas. 
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2.8. It  must be noticed that the mere fact that the descrip- 
tive meanings of moral words can alter does not distinguish 
them from ordinary descriptive words. All words can alter 
their meaning; dictionaries are full of sub-headings which 
begin 'Obs.'. And even in the case of words in current use 
their meanings vary from occasion to occasion within at times 
quite wide limits. And there is 'family resemblance' and 'open 
texture' and all that. Some people have been misled into 
thinking that, since descriptive words have these features, and 
since what has caused a lot of the trouble with value-words is 
their shifting descriptive meanings, the trouble can be cleared 
up without distinguishing between the two classes of words. 
The premisses of this inference are perfectly true, but the 
conclusion misses the point./Value-words are indeed like 
descriptive words, both in that they have descriptive mean- 
ings, and in that the descriptive meanings of both are alter- 
able, flexible, and so on. So, if we cared to concentrate on the 
resemblances between the two classes of words, and ignore 
their differences, we could call them all 'descriptive words', 
meaning by this 'words having descriptive meaning'/ But to 
do this would be to neglect an important (indeed essential) 
part of the meaning of moral and other value-words; and the 
philosopher who wishes to do justice to this will have to be 
more careful in choosing his terminology. 

The terminology to which I have myself tried to be consis- 
tent is the following. An expression which, in a certain con- 
text, has descriptive meaning and no other, I call a descriptive 
term, word, or expression, as used in that context; one which 
has prescriptive meaning (whether or not it also has descrip- 

, tive meaning) I call a prescriptive term; and one which has 
both kinds of meaning I call an evaluative t e r m . e a l u e -  
judgement qevaluativeiudge~ee& ajudgement in which 
such a term isused; on the other hand themeaon of an evalua- 
tive term insidequotation marks, or similarly 'insulated', does 
not make a judgement evaluative. Not all moral judgements 
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are value-judgements (LM 11.3). In  The Language of Morals 
I used the words 'evaluative meaning' for the prescriptive 
meaning of evaluative expressions. This had some advantages, 
as being a less question-begging expression which did not 
presuppose that what gave these terms their evaluative mean- 
ing was their prescriptivity; but in the end it turned out 
to be in the interests of clarity to make this, in effect, true by 
definition (LM I 1.2; 5.7); and SO in the present context I feel 
at liberty to use the words 'prescriptive meaning' which do 
carry this presupposition, and are somewhat clearer in  that 
they avow it. To give examples of the use of these terms: 
'red', in most contexts, is a descriptive term (though not when 
used of communists by conservatives); 'good' is, as typically 
used, an evaluative term, and so are 'right' and 'oughtY.l 
These terms are primarily evaluative; words like 'industrious', 
'honest', and 'courageous' are, as explained above, secondarily 
evaluative. All words which are evaluative (whether primarily 
or secondarily) are also prescriptive; but there are expressions 
which are prescriptive but not evaluative (because they do not 
carry descriptive meaning as well). The ordinary singular 
imperative--or rather, to be strictly accurate, its 'neustic' 
(LM 2.1)-is of this kind. 

Now the philosophers to whom I referred just now point 
out (rightlyj that value-words are like ordinary descriptive 
words in that they both have descriptive meanings, which 
are, moreover, alterable and flexible in both cases. But the 
purpose of using the term 'evaluative' is not to deny that 

Some writers use the words 'evaluative' and 'value-judgement' in a 
narrower sense than this. They call judgements containing the word 'good' 
and some similar words 'evaluative' or 'value-judgements', and distinguish 
these from judgements containing the words 'right', 'wrong', 'ought', and 
the like, which they call 'normative judgements'. These two classes cer- 
tainly need to be distinguished for some purposes, as we shall see; and 
this is a useful way of doing it. But since I have used the word 'evaluative' 
in its wide sense hitherto, it would be confusing to use it in a different 
sense from now on; I shall therefore continue to use it to cover 'ought' and 
'right' as well as 'good'. 
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value-words have descriptive meaning; that is readily admit- 
ted, and arguments which seek to prove that they have 
descriptive meaning are not arguments against my position, 
which allows this. Nor are arguments designed to show that 
we can use the words 'true' and 'false' of value-judgements, 
or that we can speak of 'describing' somebody as a good man. 
We can say these things of any judgement which has descrip- 
tive meaning, provided that it is its descriptive meaning that 
we are adverting to. Nor do I wish to deny that the descriptive 
meanings of value-words are alterable and flexible; that this 
is so fits in very well with my thesis. I am not asserting that 
value-words are in this respect different from descriptive 
words. What I am asserting is that the character of what 
happens when the descriptive meaning of avalue-word changes 
is profoundly affected by the fact that it has prescriptive 
meaning as well as descriptive. 

This can be clarified by means of a simple example. Let us 
suppose (to use an example which is current) that two people 
differ in where they draw the line between a 'bush' and a 
'tree'. I t  is possible to imagine situations (for example if 
bushes are to be cut down but trees left standing) in which 
such a verbal difference might lead to important misunder- 
standings. But these misunderstandings could be cleared up 
quite easily by means of an agreement on the use of the word. 
In  agreeing to draw the line in a certain place they would not 
be settling anything except a question of meaning-a verbal 
question. Wherever the line is drawn, the same instructions 
as before can be unambiguously given: e.g. 'Cut down all 
bushes below 15 ft. high with the lowest branch less than 3 ft. 
from the ground'. So classifying something as a bush does not 
by itself entail a prescription to cut it down. f i  

I wish to contrast such a case of purely verbal difference 
with a case of a moral difference, thereby showing that typical 
moral disputes are not purely verbal, as on a naturalist account 
they would be, provided that the non-moral facts were agreed. 
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Let us suppose that two people know all about the income- 
tax laws, and know, specifically, that a certain method of tax 
avoidance is perfectly legal; and let us  suppose that they 
know all about the precise tax situation of somebody who is 
proposing to use this means of avoiding tax. One of them may 
say 'That would be wrong; it would be going too far; there 
are ways of avoiding tax that are morally perfectly legitimate 
(for example by claiming deduction on account of a depen- 
dent relative, if you have one); but this proposal goes beyond 
what I can condone'. But the other may say, 'In my view 
this proposal cannot be condemned on moral grounds; there 
are methods of tax avoidance which, though legal, I would 
condemn, but this is not one of them; in my view there is 
nothing wrong about it'. Now it is obvious that these two 
people cannot clear up their difference, as in the 'red' case, by 
a verbal agreement to use the word 'wrong' to cover certain 
cases and not others (LM 3.5). I t  follows that the rules which 
these two people are using for determining the application of 
the word 'wrong' cannot be merely descriptive meaning- 
rules, although they do, among other functions, determine 
the descriptive meaning of the term. They are rules having 
moral substance; in accepting one or the other of them the 
disputants would be committing themselves, not merely to a 
certain use of a word, but to a matter of moral principle. So 
when we 'flex' our moral words, we have regard, not merely 
to matters of mere convenience in communication, but  to 
substantial questions of morality. 



3.1. I SOUGHT in the preceding chapter to explain in what 
ments are universalizable. The explanation 
up as follows: they are universalizable in 
as descriptive judgements are universaliu- 

able, namely the way which follows from the fact that both 
moral expressions and descriptive expressions have descrip- 
tive meaning; but in the case of moral judgements the 
universal rules which determine this descriptive meaning are 
not mere meaning-rules, but m o r a l ~ l e s  of substanid 
In  this chapter, I am going to consider various other ways in 
which moral judgements might be said to be universal or 
universalizable-mainly inorder to avoid future misinterpreta- 
tion by indicating to which of these views I subscribe and to 
which I do not. 

It is, first of all, most important to distinguish the logical 
thesis which I have been putting forward from various moral 
theses with which it is easy to confuse it. I said above (2.7) 1 
that, because of universalizability, a person who makes a 
moral judgement commits himself, not merely to a meaning- 
rue,  but to a s u b ~ m o r a l r  P r i y i p ~ ; ~ ; ~ l i ~  
universalizability itself, however, is st1 1 a o ical t esis. I t  is 
very important not to confuse the thesis of 
with the substantial moral principles to which, according to 
it, a person who makes a moral judgement commits himself. 

By a 'logical' thesis I mean a thesis about the meanings of 
words, or dependent solely upon them!: have been maintain- 
ing that the meaning of the word 'ought' and e m -  
words is such that a person who uses them commits himself 
thereby to a un-le.lThis is the thesis of universaliza- 
bilityqIt is to be distinguished from mornlviews such as that - - 
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everybody ought always to adhere to universal rules and 
govern all their conduct in accordance with them, or that one 
ought not to make exceptions in one's own favour. T h e u c a l  

Aesis  has, as we shall see, great potency in moral arguments; 
but for that very reason it is most ~ R ~ Z I T R  ro mak e cle - $ 
that it is no more than a logical thesis-for otherwise th  
objection will be made that a moral principle has been smug- 
gled in disguised as a logical doctrine (10.3). I n  order to 
clarify this point I am going to take the two moral views just 
mentioned and show that they do not follow from the logical 
thesis, unless they themselves are interpreted in such a way 
as to be analytic (i.e. not to enjoin any one line of conduct 
rather than another). I n  the latter case, obviously, there would 
be no objection to deriving them from the logical thesis, 
because the accusation of smuggling in substantial moral prin- 
ciples could not then be raised. 

3.2. Let us first consider the moral principle thatjevery- 
body ought always to adhere to universal rules and govern all 
his conduct in accordance with them.The nature of this prin- 
ciple is best examined by asking what would constitute a 
breach of it. On one interpretation, it is impossible to break 
such a principle; for, given a description of a person's life, it 
is always, analytically, possible to find some universal rules 
according to which he has lived-if only the rule 'Live thus: . . .' followed by a minute description, in universal terms, of 

of the principle we are consider- 
is not to be said to have adhered 

to a rule, nor to h a v e g w m d  his conduct in accordance with it, 
unless he has in some sense had the rule before his mind (at 
any rate from time to time) and unless his conduct has in 
some sense been motivated by the desire to conform to it. 
Now on this interpretation, a man would be breaking the 
principle that everybody ought always to adhere to universal 
rules, and govern all his conduct in accordance with them, if 
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occasions, in different ways, even if the occasions are qualita- 
tively identical, without it following from the thesis that all, or 
that any particular one, of his actions must be wrong. T h e  
thesis does not even forbid us to say that none of the man's 
actions are wrong; for it is consistent with the thesis that the 
kinds of actions he did in the kind of situations described were 
morally indifferent. What the thesis does forbid us to do is to 
make different moral judgements about actions which we admit 
to be exactly or relevantly similar. The  thesis tells us that this 
is to make two logically inconsistent judgements. 

We might conceivably interpret the principle that one ought 
always to govern one's behaviour in accordance with universal 
rules as simply a denial, en bloc, of all such self-contradictory 
conjunctions of moral judgements. So interpreted, the prin- 
ciple becomes, like all denials of self-contradictions, analytic. 
I t  does not make much difference whether we say that it is a 
second-order statement about the logical properties of moral 

I .  that such a person acts wrongly? Not in the least, it would 
seem; for the thesis does not say that a person who main- 
tained that one ought always, in this man's circumstances, to 
act as he did, would be committing any logical fault, and still 
less does it say that the man himself is committing any moral 
fault. If, on a whim, I give a blind beggar a coin, this does not, 
according to the logical thesis of universalizability, stop my 
action being right; for it may be that one ought always to give 
alms to blind beggars-or even that one ought always to give 
alms to them without reflection. I do not wish to argue for or 
against such rules, but only to point out that they do not 
contravene my logical thesis. A person who acted thus with- 

I 

I 
out reflection could not, indeed, be thinking that this was the 
right thing to do; for that would involve consideration (in 
some sense) of a rule or principle; but he could do the right 
thing all the same. In the same way, one may use a word I 

I rightly without thinking whether it is the right word; but if 
I one does think whether it is, one has thereby raised a question 

judgements, or that it is a first-order, but analytic, moral 
judgement. I t  could be put in either of these forms without 
substantially altering its character. 

The same treatment can be given to the principle that one of principle: b this the wx&eacd is rightlr used? 
. ,, I rsalizablllty are logica 

I act ~n a certain wa-i - 
1 nobody else ought to act in that way in relevantly similar 
j // circumstances', then, on my thesis, he is abusing the word 

/ ought not to make exceptions in one's own favour. If this is 
interpreted merely as a denial that it can be the case that I 
ought to act in a certain way, but that others in relevantly 
similar circumstances ought not, then the principle is analytic 
(a repetition in other words of the logical thesis), and no moral 
judgement of substance follows from it. But if it is interpreted 
to mean that a man who acts in a certain way, while maintain- 
ing that others ought not so to act, is always acting wrongly, 
then not only is the principle synthetic, but most of us would 
dissent from it; for the man may well be acting rightly, though 
the moral judgement that he makes about other people's 
actions is inconsistent with the judgement (if he makes it) that 
his own action is right. At any rate, the man's action cannot be 
a breach of the thesis of universalizability, although what he 

824184 D 

'ought'; he is implicitly confradicting himself. j~u i the  iogicai 
offence here lies in the conjunction of two moral judgements, 
not in either one of them by itself. The thesis of universaliza- 
bility does not render self-contradictory any single, logically 
simple, moral judgement, or even moral pri 
not alreadv self-contradictory without the th 
to force people to choose between judgeme 

h be assert-f-contradi 
ment or principle of substance 

alone. Furthermore, a person may act, on a number of different 
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says may be; and this is what we should expect if, as I have 
been maintaining, it is a logical thesis and not a substantive 
moral principle. 

I shall not go into detail concerning other possible moral 
principles which might be confused with the thesis of univers- 
&ability. Two famous ones may, however, be just men- 
tioned. The first is the 'Golden Rule', if put in the form of a 
moral principle: One ought to treat others as one would wish 
them to treat oneself, If this were rewritten to read '. . . as 
others ought to treat oneself', then the same sort of account 
can be given of it as of the principles we 
By suitable interpretation, it can be 
according to the universalist thesis; 
it becomes synthetic but does not then follow from the thesis. 
If the word ' w k i e  principle is obviously syn- 
thetic, and equally obviously does not follow from the thesis 

(6.9). 
The second principle which may be mentioned is the 

Kantian one, which we may put in the form! I ought never to 
act except in such a way that I can also will that my maxim 
should become a universal law'.'; This, too, is capable of 
different interpretations; but it will be wisest, in a book of 
this character,while acknowledging a very great debt to Kant, 
to avoid becoming entangled in the spider's web of Kantian 
exegesis. If Kant is interpreted as meaning that a man who 
says that he o u h t  to act in a certain w 
not act in this same way' is guilty of a 
then the Kantian principle is a way of stating a consequence 
of the logical thesis of universalizability. In this interpreta- 
tion, willing (which is one of Kant's most elusive notions) is 
treated as roughly equivalent to assenting to an imperative, in 
the sense, not itself entirely clear, of LM 2.2. There is also a 
problem about the word 'can'; what I should wish to say 

I Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, 2nd ed., p. 17 (tr. H. J. 
Paton, p. 70). 

about this will become apparent later (6.9, 10.4 f.). But it is a 
difficult enough task to make my own views clear to the 
reader, without trying to do the same for Kant's. 

I n  general, I may anticipate my future ar ment by saying 
this: it looks at first sight as if we have a k holce between two 
positions: that the thesis of universa&%lGhty is itself a 
moral principle and therefore can have substantial moral con- 
sequences; and& that it is only a logical principle from 
which nothing of moral substance can follow, and that there- 
fore it is useless for purposes of moral reasoning. I t  is the last 
clause ('it is useless . . .') which is here mistaken. Later, I 
shall try to show that, though the thesis is not a substantial 
moral principle but a logical one, and though, therefore, 
nothing moral follows from it by itself, it is capable of very 
powerful employment in moral argument when combined 
a h  other premsses (6.3 ff.). So the dilemma is a false o n e  
sough this has not prevented its being often used. 

3.3. Having made it clear that universalism, as I am main- 
taining it, is a logical and not a moral thesis, I shall now try to 
remove certain sources of confusion as to its precise import. 
First of all, it may very well be asked whether this is a doctrine 
about moral uses of words only, or whether it is a doctrine 
about evaluative words in general.1 The answer which I wish 
to give to this question is a somewhat complicated one, since 
we have to steer between at least two errors. I t  is a doctrine 
about evaluative words in general, but one which requires 
careful qualification. If we take as an example the word 
'ought', it seems to me that, whatever the type of 'ought'- 
judgement that is being made (moral, aesthetic, technical, 
&c.) the judgement is universalizable (8.2). 

This is one reason why the word 'ought' cannot be used in 
making legal judgements; if a person has a certain legal obliga- 
tion, we cannot express this by saying that he ought to do such 

I must admit that what I said on this point in Aristotelian Society, Iv 
(1954/5), 298, was worse than misleading. 



and such a thing, for the reason that 'ought'-judgements have 
to be universalizable, which, in the strict sense, legal judge- 
tnents are not. The  reason why they are not is that a statement 

b d a marriage would be illegal in any country that was otherwise 
ike England. I t  is therefore impossible to use 'ought' in such /C statement. The  moral judgement that one ought not to 

marry one's sister is, however, universal; it implies no refer- 
ence to a particular legal system. 

I t  is even more necessary to distinguish 'ought'-judgements 
from ordinary imperatives in respect of universalizability. If, 
when the squad gets to the end of the parade-ground, the 
serjeant says 'Left wheel', this does not commit him (on pain 
of being accused of having changed his mind) to giving the 
same order, rather than 'Right wheel', on similar occasions in 
the future. But if, in a tactical exercise, the instructor says 
'The situation being what it is, you ought to attack on the 
left', he will have changed his mind if, the next time this same 
exercise is gone through with a new group of cadets, he says 
'The situation being what it is, you ought to attack on the 
right'. By 'changed his mind', I mean 'said something which 
is inconsistent with what he said before'. 

Though, however, some philosophers have gone much too 
far in assimilating 'ought'-judgements (of all sorts) to simple 
imperatives, it may be that some people do sometimes use the 
word 'ought' when they should more properly have used a 
plain imperative, in order to give an instruction without any 
thought of reasons or grounds. Plain imperatives do not have 
to have reasons or grounds, though they normally do have; 
but 'ought'-judgements, strictly speaking, would be being 
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misused if the demand for reasons or grounds were thought 
of as out of place-though the reasons need not be ulterior 
ones; some universal moral judgements already incorporate 
all the reasons they need or can have (LM 4.4). 

Nevertheless, it may be that there is a debased use of 'ought' 
in which it is equivalent to a simple imperative (though I must 
confess that I have come across such a use only in the writings 
of philosophers). Just in case, however, there is such a use, it 
is convenient to put the matter in the following way: in by far 
the majority of judgements containing the word 'ought', i t  has 
the sense that requires them to be universalizable; there may 
be some peripheral cases where it does not have this sense; 
but at any rate in its moral uses (with which we are chiefly 
concerned) it always does. The word 'moral' plays here a far 
smaller role than I was at one time tempted to assign to it. I t  
is the logic of the word 'ought' in its typical uses that requires 
universalizability, not that of the word 'moral'; the word 
'moral' needs to be brought in only in order to identify one 
class of the typical uses, and that with which as moral philoso- 
phers we are most concerned. This means that the ambiguity 
of the word 'moral', which is notorious, need not worry us at  
this point. For in whichever of its current senses the word is 
being used, it suffices to exclude those peripheral uses of 
'ought' (if they exist), in which it is not universalizable. 

3.4. I now turn to the most serious of the misinterpreta- 
tions to which universalism is subject. I t  is common to hear 
objection made to it on the ground that it implies that there 
are certain rather simple general moral principles which, in 
some unexplained sense, exist antecedently to the making of 
any moral judgement, and that all we have to do whenever we 
make such a judgement is to consult the relevant principle 
and, without more ado, the judgement is made. Such a doc- 
trine would be that of a very hidebound moralist, whose 
moral principles were a set of copy-book headings.= This  

' See further Aristotelian Society, Iv (1954/5), 309 f. 
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account of the matter differs from that which I wish to give in 
a number of respects. First of all, it is not clear what is meant 
in this context by speaking of moral principles 'existing'; 
but even if they (in some sense) exist, I am sure that they do 
not always exist antecedently, so that all we have to do is to 
consult them. This is made sufficiently clear by considering 
almost any case of serious moral perplexity-for example 
Sartre's well-known case of the young man who was in doubt 
whether to join the Free French forces or to stay and look 
after his widowed mother.' Sartre uses the example in order to 
make the point that in such cases no antecedently 'existing' 
principle can be appealed to (qui peut en decider a priori; 
aucune morale inscrite nepeut le dire).2 We have to consider the 
particular case and make up our minds what are its morally 
relevant features, and what, taking these features into account, 
ought to be done in such a case. Nevertheless, when we do 
make up our minds, it is about a matter of principle which 
has a bearing outside the particular case. Sartre himself is as 
much of a universalist as I am, in the sense in which I am, to 
judge by the little book in which this example occurs.3 He has 
also on occasion himself given his public support to universal 
moral principles.4 

Secondly, the principles which are adhered to in making 
moral judgements are seldom very simple or general, at any 
rate when the judgements are made by intelligent people who 
have had any wide experience of life. It is most important 
here to distinguish between what may be called universality 

1 J.-P. Satre, L'Existentialisme est un Humanisme (1946), pp. 39 ff. (tr. 
in W. Kaufmann (ed.), l?xistentialism, pp. 295 f.) 

2 Op.cit., ~.42(Kaufmann, p. 296); cf. p. 47 (Kaufmann, p. 298), where 
the point is the same. 

3 Cf.op.cit., pp. 31-32,70-78 (ICaufmam, pp. 293.304-6): '1 bear the 
responsibility of the choice which, in committing myself, also commits the 
whole of humanity'; 'In this sense we may say that there is a human 
universality, but it is not something given; it is being perpetually made'; 
'[The young man] was obliged to invent the law for himself' (my italics). 

4 See The Times, 21 Sept. 1960, p. 10. 

1. 3.4 P R I N C I P L E S  39 
and generality, although these terms are often enough used 
interchangeably. The opposite of 'general' is 'specific'; the 
opposite of 'universal' is 'singular'-though the existence of 
the term 'particular', contrasted with both 'universal' and 
'singular', introduces complications into which we do not need 
to enter. I t  will suffice for our purposes if we explain the 
terms informally in the following way. It will be remembered 
that we explained the notion of universalizability by reference 
to the term 'descriptive meaning'. Any judgement which has 
descriptive meaning must be universalizable, because the 
descriptive meaning-rules which determine this meaning are 
universal rules. But they are not necessarily general rules. A 
descriptive meaning-rule says that we can use a certain pre- 
dicate of anything of a certain kind. And it is obvious that in 
the case of some descriptive predicates we shall have to go 
into a great deal of detail in order to specify what kind-if 
indeed this is formulable in words at all. Let the reader try 
specifying exactly what he means by a word like 'primitive', 
even in some particular context, and he will see what I mean. 
He will find that in order to distinguish it from other words 
such as 'archaic', 'unsophisticated', &c., he will have to  enter 
into a great deal of detail, and may end up by having recourse 
to examples. Yet these are properly universal predicates. 
Other expressions create somewhat different difficulties owing 
to their complexity; in order to define the word 'barquentine' 
it is no use saying that it is a kind of vessel, nor even a kind of 
sailing-vessel; 'barquentine' is a very much less general term 
than 'vessel'; yet both are, equally, universal terms. Now 
universalism is not the doctrine that behind every moral 
judgement there has to lie a principle expressible in  a few 
general terms; the principle, though universal, may be so 
complex that it defies formulation in words at all. But if it 
were formulated and specified, all the terms used in its 
formulation would be universal terms. 

If I make a moral judgement about something, it must be 
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because of some feature of the thing; but this feature may be 
one which requires much detail for its specification. I t  must 
be noticed that generality and specificity are, unlike univer- 
sality and singularity, matters of degree. This enables us to put 
the difference between the two pairs of terms quite simply 
by means of examples. The  moral principle 'One ought never 
to make false statements' is highly general; the moral prin- 
ciple 'One ought never to make false statements to one's wife' 
is much more specific. But both are universal; the second one 
forbids anyone who is married to make false statements to his 
wife. I t  should be clear from these explanations that the 
thesis of universalizability does not require moral judgements - - 

to be made on the basis of highly moral principles of. 
the copy-book-heading type. As I explained in LM 3.6 and 
4.3, our moral development, as we grow older, consists in the 
main in making our moral principles more and more specific, 
by writing into them exceptions and qualifications to cover 
kinds of case of which we have had experience. In  the case of 
most people they soon become too complicated to admit of 
formulation, and yet give tolerably clear guidance in familiar 
situations. I t  is, indeed, always possible for a situation to arise 
which calls for a qualification of the principle; but, unless a 
person is plunged suddenly into an environment quite differ- 
ent to that in which he has grown up, this is likely to happen 
less and less as he grows older, because the situations which 
he encounters will more often resemble ones which he has 
encountered, and thought morally about, before. 

3.5. The logic of moral language is not restrictive with 
regard to the generality or specificity of our moral principles. 
I t  allows them to be highly general and simple, or highly 
specific and complicated, according to the temperament of 
the person who holds them. This may be seen by considering 
some extreme cases. There might be one man who acquired 
early in life a few very short moral prohibitions, and stuck 
rigidly to these, while regarding everything not falling under 
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them as equally permissible. Another man might accumulate 
a series of moral principles as complicated as the Law of 
Moses (whether or not he could formulate them), and still be 
adding qualifications until his dying day. 

There is a great difference between people in respect of their 
readinesstoqualifytheirmoralprinciplesin newcircumstances. 
One man may be very hidebound; he may feel that he knows 
what he ought to do in a certain situation as soon as he has 
acquainted himself with its most general features, without 
examining it at all closely to see whether it has any special 
feature which would call for a different judgement. Another 
man may be more cautious (some people are even patho- 
logically cautious in this respect); he will never make up his 
mind what he ought to do, even in a quite familiar situation, 
until he has scrutinized every detail of i t  to make sure that he 
can really subsume it under the principles that seem at first 
sight most relevant. 

If some British admirers of the Existentialists were to be 
followed, we should all be like the latter person; we should 
say to ourselves that people, and the situations in which they 
find themselves, are unique, and that therefore we must 
approach every new situation with a completely open mind 
and do our moral thinking about it ab initio. This is an absurd 
prescription, only made plausible by concentrating our atten- 
tion, by means of novels and short stories, on moral situations 
of extreme difficulty and complexity, which really do require 
a lot of consideration. I t  is important to realize that there are 
moral problems of this kind; but if all moral questions were 
treated like this, not only should we never get round to con- 
sidering more than the first few that we happened to encounter, 
but any kind of moral development or learning from experi- 
ence would be quite impossible. What the wiser among us do 
is to think deeply about the crucial moral questions, especially 
those that face us in our own lives; but when we have arrived 
at an answer to a particular problem, to crystallize it into a 
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not too specific or detailed form, so that its salient features 
may stand out and serve us again in a like situation without 
need for so much thought. We may then have time to think 
about other problems, and shall not continually be finding 
ourselves at a loss about what we ought to do. 

3.6. We have here, as so often in philosophy, to steer 
between two mistakes. It is unfortunate that terminological 
confusions tend often to drive us into one or the other. The 
expressions 'moral principle', 'moral rule', and the like are 
often interpreted in such a way that the rules or principles 
referred to have to be highly general. There are two main 
ways of achieving this. One is that of confining 'principles', 
as so restricted, to a relatively minor role in our moral thought. 
A man may make most of his moral decisions on grounds or 
for reasons which, though falling under the definition of 
'universal principle' that I have been using, are insufficiently 
general to be called 'principles' in the restricted sense. He 
may reserve this word for what he calls 'matters of principle' 
-as when we say 'I make it a matter of principle never to 
come between husband and wife'. The purpose of making 
something a matter of principle, in this sense, is to avoid 
doing any moral thinking about particular cases. 

There are sometimes justifications for this. I t  may be that 
the situations falling under the principle are such as leave no 
time for careful consideration of their particular features. I t  
may be that such consideration is thought of as itself wrong 
(as perhaps in the instance just quoted; we may feel that to 
delve into other people's marital relations, as would be 
necessary if we were going to form a just judgement on them, 
would be an intolerable piece of interference). Or it may be 
that we have learnt from experience that, while we are engaged 
in a situation of a certain kind, moral thought is subject to 
recurrent pitfalls which in the heat of the moment it is difficult 
to avoid. For example, our natural kindness of heart, or 
desire to avoid scenes, may lead us to decisions which we 
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subsequently come to think wrong. Or, in cases where we are 
in authority, we may think that arguments for treating a par- 
ticular case in an exceptional way can always be devised by the 
ingenious; and that for this and other reasons, if an exception 
is made in one case (even though, because it is a hard one, 
there are reasons for doing so) there will be no end to the 
exceptions that will have to be made in less deserving cases. 
To use a frivolous example from a recent broadcast pro- 
gramme: if the hotel manager allows the old lady to have her 
Pekinese on her lap in the lounge, then there will be no stop- 
ping people bringing in Great Danes and Wolfhounds and 
knocking over the tables; so he makes it a matter of principle 
to allow no dogs in the lounge. 

A more serious example is provided by the question, 
whether it is ever legitimate to use torture in police interroga- 
tions. A police officer might determine as a matter of principle 
never to use it; and I should approve of his doing so. This 
is not, however, because I think it logically impossible that 
situations should arise in which, by a form of moral reasoning 
such as I can now accept (similar to that outlined later in this 
book), I could satisfy myself that torture ought to be used. It 
is in fact very easy to imagine such situations: suppose, for 
example, that a sadistic bacteriologist has produced and 
broadcast an infectious bacillus which will cause a substantial 
part of the world's population to die of a painful disease; and 
that he alone knows the cure for the disease. I should certainly 
not condemn the police if they tortured him to make him 
reveal it. But when I say that I approve of a police officer 
accepting it as a matter of principle not to use torture, I do 
not mean to deny that fantastic cases could be thought up in 
which it would be legitimate; what I mean is that, although 
a completely watertight set of moral principles covering all 
logically possible circumstances (if there could be such a 
thing, which is unlikely) would include a clause to allow an 
exception in such cases, it is unlikely to be possible in practice 
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for a police officer (however intelligent and sensitive) to do 
the moral thinking which would be necessary to distinguish 
such cases from others, superficially similar, in which the 
principle forbidding torture ought to be adhered to; and it 
would be dangerous for him to try, because in the sort of 
circumstances in which torture is sometimes advocated and 
practised it is extremely difficult to think clearly and to con- 
sider all sides of the case. Moreover, in cases which actually 
occur-as contrasted with those which are logically possible 
-I hold, having seen the sort of things that happen, that the 
ill effects on society of this insidious evil are always such as 
far to counterbalance any good that might come of it, even if 
the most important consideration, the suffering of the victim, 
be left out of account. I have, therefore, no hesitation at all in 
saying that police officers, however desperate the circum- 
stances, ought to make it a matter of principle never even to 
contemplate such methods. 

The  sort of consideration of hypothetical and fantastic cases 
which I have implicitly condemned is to be distinguished 
from that quite different use of hypothetical cases in moral 
reasoning which we shall later see to be both necessary and 
useful (6.8,9.4, I 1.7). I t  is always legitimate, in order to apply 
to moral argument the requirement of universalizability, to 
imagine hypothetical cases which really are, apart from the 
fact that the roles of the people concerned are reversed, 
precisely similar in the relevant respects to the actual case 
being considered; and this may properly be done, however 
fantastic the assumptions that have to be made, in matters 
which do not affect the moral issue, in order to make the 
hypothetical case seem possible. This perhaps holds even for 
people faced with urgent practical problems, provided that 
they have time to think at all; and most of us should, when 
we have time to think, think more about such matters. Indeed, 
there is nothing to prevent moral philosophers in their studies 
considering cases which fall outside even this limit-which, 
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that is to say, are in their morally relevant particulars quite 
dissimilar from cases which are likely actually to occur. I t  may 
not be so useful to do this, as to consider cases in which the 
morally relevant features of actual cases are reproduced; but 
i t  may all the same be instructive. But for people in situations 
which expose them to a particular moral danger, it may some- 
times be best to put altogether out of their minds the possi- 
bility of exceptions to a principle. I t  is a very difficult matter 
to decide just when it is right to make something 'a matter of 
principle' in this way-it depends so much on the circum- 
stances and on the psychology of particular people. But we 
cannot say that it is never right. 

We clearly do sometimes use the word 'principle' in this 
sense, though it should be equally clear that this is not the 
way in which I have been using it. Burke, strangely to our 
ears, uses the word 'prejudice' ironically in a favourable sense 
for the same kind of thing: 'Prejudice is of ready application 
in the emergency; it previously engages the mind in a steady 
course of wisdom and virtue, and does not leave the man 
hesitating in the moment of decision, sceptical, puzzled and 
unresolved. Prejudice renders a man's virtue his habit, and 
not a series of unconnected acts. Through just prejudice, his 
duty becomes a part of his nature." All but a few philosophers 
would commend a man for making some of his decisions in 
the way Burke advocates; but few of us (and probably not 
Burke) would think it right for all decisions to be made in 
this way. 

Another, and less laudable, way of achieving generality in 
our moral principles is to treat them as a set of general maxims 
to which, in some sense (perhaps only verbally) we subscribe; 
we may as often as not, in our actual particular moral judge- 
ments, depart from them, but they form the background of 
our moral thinking (its mythology, we might almost say). Per- 
haps, though, a man whose moral 'principles' are like this is 

Reflections on Revolution in France (1815 ed.), vol. v, p. 168. 
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freed from the charge of hypocrisy (at the cost of incurring 
another charge of woolly thinking) by the fact that his prin- 
ciples are expressed in very vague terms, so that by judicious 
interpretation of them he can square his set of moral prin- 
ciples as a whole with any moral judgement that he finds 
himself making. As a practical guide to action such a set of 
principles has small value, because, at any rate in difficult 
cases, a wide variety of actions can be called conformable to 
them. Another expedient is to interpret the principles them- 
selves strictly and precisely, but to adjust and vary (how?) 
the 'weight' which we give to them in particular circum- 
stances. I t  is not, however, as a guide to action that such prin- 
ciples are attractive, but rather because they give a certain 
'tone' to the moral life; a man can call himself a man of prin- 
ciple, while making his actual moral judgements in particular 
cases in the way that most of us do. 

3.7. I t  is very easy, in revulsion from this caricature of 
moral thinking, to fall into the opposite error of abandoning 
principles altogether. Sometimes this idea is put in the form 
of a proposal to abandon morality; 'morality' and 'moral prin- 
ciples' and 'moral rules' seem somehow tainted; a young man, 
especially, may see in them the Victorian furniture that he has 
inherited from his grandparents, to be discarded as soon as 
convenient. This reaction is very understandable, and in itself 
praiseworthy. In  so far as moral principles are thought of as 
something inherited and external-as not accepted by a man 
himself as a guide to his actions (with the responsibility for 
fitting them to new situations), they are dead things. The 
mistake lies in supposing that moral principles have got to be 
like this. The remedy for it is to be clear about the sense in 
which we are using the words; and I shall therefore now set 
out the way in which I think they can most helpfully be used, 
if we are to make morality again (as the military writers say) 
'operational'. 

First of all, let us be clear that a moral principle has not got 

1. 3.7 P R I N C I P L E S  47 

to be highly general or simple, or even formulable in words, 
though it has got tobeuniversal(inthesensea1readyexplained). 
Secondly, let us insist that a man is not to be said to accept a 
moral principle unless he is making a serious attempt to use it 
in guiding his particular moral judgements and thus his 
actions. These two requirements are, as will be recognized, 
the two central theses of this book-that moral principles 
have to be universal, and that they have to be prescriptive. 
The latter of them compels us to look for principles that we 
can sincerely adhere to ; the former insists that these should 
really be moral principles and not the ad hoc decisions of an 
opportunist. It will be seen in Chapter 6 how these two fea- 
tures taken together supply us with a most powerful lever in 
moral arguments. And this is the sort of principle that we all 
actually use in our moral thinking, the more so as we gain 
experience. 

Let us consider for a moment what i t  is for a man to be 
wise-to be the sort of person to whom we naturally turn for 
advice when faced with a moral difficulty. The word 'wise' is 
obviously evaluative; we shall not, on reflection, call a man 
wise unless we agree with the content of the moral advice he 
has given us-after we have seen the consequences of carrying 
it out, or disregarding it. But what is it in a man which leads 
us to expect that we shall be able, after the event, to say that 
his advice was wise? If I were seeking for advice in such a 
situation, I should look first for a man who had himself 
experienced difficulties of an analogous sort to mine. But this 
would not be enough; for the quality of the thought that he 
had given to these situations might have been poor. I should 
look also for a man of whom I could be sure that in facing 
moral questions (his own or mine) he would face them as 
questions of moral principle and not, for example, as ques- 
tions of selfish expediency. This means that I should expect 
him to ask, of his own actions, 'To what action can I commit 
myself in this situation, realizing that, in committing myself 
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to it, I am also (because the judgement is a universalizable 
one) prescribing to anyone in a like situation to do the same- 
in short, what can I will to be a universal law?' (5.5,6.2). If I 
could find a man whom I knew to have been confronted with 
difficult choices, and whom, at the same time, I could expect 
to have had the courage to ask moral questions about them 
(not, to use Sartre's words, to 'conceal from himself the 
anguish'l of universalization), then that would be the man 
whose advice I should gladly seek, if it were moral advice that 
I wanted. And I should not expect him to produce quickly 
some simple maxim; he would, no doubt, find it extremely 
hard to formulate in words any universal proposition to cover 
the case. But I should be sure that he would consider the 
particular case carefully and sympathetically in all its details, 
and after doing that try to find a solution to which I could 
commit, not only myself, but, as Sartre again puts it, 'the 
whole of h~man i ty ' .~  

3.8. This is perhaps the best point at which to guard 
against another common misinterpretation of universalism. I t  
is thought that a universalist must inevitably be a busybody; 
for if, as he maintains, a moral judgement about my own case 
implies a similar judgement about similar cases in which other 
people are involved, then must not a universalist be a person 
who is always passing moral judgements on other people, and 
is not this a pretentious and insufferable thing to do? But 
first of all, to make a moral judgement about somebody else's 
action is not necessarily to go about proclaiming to him and 
to other people that he has acted well or ill. I t  is possible, and 
usually tactful, to keep one's moral opinions to oneself. But 
this answer to the objection does not go deep enough. A more 
important answer is that all the universalist is committed to in 
making a moral judgement is to saying that if there is another 
person in a similar situation, then the same judgement 

I Op. cit., p. 32 (Kaufmann, p. 293). 
Op. cit., p. 74 (Kaufmann, p. 305)1 see above, p. 38, n. 3. 
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j must be made about his case. Since we cannot know everything 
: about another actual person's concrete situation (including 

how it strikes him, which may make all the difference), 
it is nearly always presumptuous to suppose that another 
person's situation is exactly like one we have ourselves 
been in, or even like it in the relevant particulars. If the 
other person asks us for advice, what we shall do, if we are 
sensible, is to question him very carefully about his situation; 
and if, after this careful and sympathetic inquiry, it appears 
that his situation has a good deal in common with one which 
has faced us, or if we are imaginative and sympathetic enough 
to be able to enter into his situation even without such pre- 
vious experience, then we may have something in the way of 
moral advice that we can give him. And this advice, though 
based on careful examination of the specific details of the 
case, will have to be such as we could give in any similar 
case. 

3.9. I wish, lastly, to clear up a pair of more elementary 
confusions. The first is that of taking 'universal' to  mean 
'universally accepted'. A moral principle would be universal, 
in this sense, if everybody in the world subscribed to it. I t  
will be obvious that at any rate not all moral principles are 

, universal in this sense, since there is widespread disagree- 
ment about many important moral questions; and I hope that 
it will be equally obvious that it is not in this sense that I am 
using the word. In  any case, it is far from clear what relevance 
it has for moral philosophy whether or not there are moral 
principles which are universally accepted; i t  seems to me that 
securus judicat orbis terrarum is a pernicious maxim in morals, 
because it combines the vices of relativism with a plausibly 
absolutist ring. But to discuss this would be to digress. 

The  second confusion is more difficult to clear up. Suppose 
that somebody argues as follows: according to the univers- 

I alist, when a man makes a moral judgement he is committed 
to saying that anybody who says something different about 

824184 B 
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a similar case is wrong; therefore, according to the univers- 
alist, toleration in moral matters is impossible. In order to 
understand this matter clearly, it is necessary to distinguish 
between thinking that somebody else is wrong, and taking up 
an intolerant attitude towards him. The universalist is com- 

, mitted to a denial of relativism (yhich is in any case an absurd 
doctriae);' he holds that if anybody disagree- 
a moral question, then I am committed to disagreeing with 
him, unless I change my mind. This appears a harmless 
enough tautology, and need hardly trouble the universalist. 
But the universalist is not committed to persecuting (phys- 
ically or in any other way) people who disagree with him 
morally. If he is the sort of universalist that I am, he will 
realize that our moral opinions are liable to change in the light 
of our experience and our discussion of moral questions with 
other people; therefore, if another person disagrees with us, 
what is called for is not the suppression of his opinions but 
the discussion of them. in the hove that. when he has told us 

/ the reasons for his, and we for ours, weiiizy reach agreement. 
Universalism is an ethical theory which makes moral argu- 
ment both possible and fruitful;-and it enables us to unduer- 

other such doctrines (no 
contused with one anottler 

in philosophical writings as to make the term 'objectivism1-which is used 
indiscriminately to contrast with all these views, in all of their many forms 
-totally useless as a tool of serious inquiry. The confusion is increased by 
supposing, as many do, that anybody who is not what I have called a 
'descriptivist' cannot be an 'objectivist' and must therefore be a 'relativist' 
or a 'subjectivist' or an 'emotivist', or all three-which, or in what senses, 
is seldom clear. For a crude and elementary attempt to sort matters out, 
see my article 'Ethics' in Connie Encyclopedia of Western Philosophy and 
Philosophers, ed. J .  0. Unnson. 

4 ' O U G H T '  AND 'CAN' 

4.1. WE have seen that one of the distinguishing features of 
evaluative, including moral, language is its prescriptivity, as 
typically used. In this chapter I shall be drawing attention to 
the reasons, in our situation as men, for our havingaset of terms 
with this feature. These reasons are connected with the fact 
that we. unlike stones. have to make choices and decisions i 

about what to do. 1f stokes were able to talk and describe their 
environment, they would not require any prescriptive lan- 
guage, except in so far as even talking is an activity which can 
be done right or wrong, well or ill. 

I t  is because I can act in this way or that, that I ask, 'Shall 
I act in this way or that ?' ; and it is, typically, in my delibera- 
tions about this 'Shall I?' question that I ask the further, but  
related, question, 'Ought I to do this or that?' Thus it is 
because they are prescriptive that moral words possess that 
property which is summed up, perhaps over-crudely, in the 
slogan ' "Ought" implies "can" '. If descriptivism were a 
complete account of evaluative language, this slogan would 
never have arisen. We shall see that imperatives also imply 
'can', in the same sense of 'imply', and for the same reasons, 
as does 'ought'; and when we have understood those reasons, 
we shall have explained sufficiently what are the similarities 
between moral judgements and imperatives which make 
me call them both 'prescriptive', to distinguish them from 
ordinary descriptive judgements which do not have this 
property- 

The position is not, however, quite so simple as the above 
remarks, and the slogan ' "Ought" implies "can" ' itself, 
might seem to indicate. For it is not universally true that 
'ought' (let alone other moral words) implies 'can'; that is to 
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say, there are many uses of 'ought' in which it is by no means 
inconsistent with 'cannot'. This gives us another reason for 
distinguishing, es I have elsewhere and as I shall again below, 
between different kinds of uses of these words (LM 11.2; 

5.6 ff.). 
4.2. Let us consider some examples. Suppose that I say 

'I ought to go and see him, but I can't, because I don't know 
where he is'. There need be nothing inconsistent in such a 
remark; and yet there would be if 'ought' always implied 
'can'. But there are, in fact, various ways in which 'ought' can 
be, as it were, weakened, so as no longer to possess the pro- 
perty which makes 'ought' and 'cannot' disagree. I t  is impor- 
tant to distinguish between various ways in which this can 
happen, because it sheds light on other topics besides that 
with which we are at present concerned. 

First, there are the cases mentioned in The Language of 
Morals: I may be meaning by 'I ought to go and see' merely 
that there is, as a matter of sociological fact, a moral conven- 
tion that people in my circumstances should go and see the 
man in question; or I may be thinking simply that I have, or 
shall have, as a matter of psychological fact, feelings of guilt, 
remorse, &c., for not seeing him. So used, 'ought' by no 
means implies 'can'; for in many cases people are unable to do 
what moral convention requires, and in many cases they feel 
guilt or remorse for their failure to do actions which they 
know to have been impossible. That it is irrational to have 
these feelings is beside the point; Jocasta was not stopped 
from hanging herself by the thought that her 'crime' was 
fated. Neither is it true that if one has been unable to observe 
a moral convention, one has not broken it; Jocasta had cer- 
tainly broken Greek moral conventions by marrying her son 
Oedipus. 

In these cases, 'ought' fails to imply 'can' because it is not 
prescriptive in meaning at all; that is to say, it is consistent 
with its meaning, as used in this context, not to be intended 
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to serve as a guide to anybody's actions. But these are not, 
perhaps, the most interesting or the commonest cases. Com- 
moner are instances in which a man who says 'I ought but 
I can't' is, indeed, prescribing and seeking to guide conduct, 
but falls short of intending a universal prescription which - 
would apply to his own case. He is, that is- to say, prescribing 
in general terms, but exempting himself because of the impos- 
sibility, in his case, of obeying this general prescription.' This 
kind of quasi-universal prescription is, as we shall see, very 
characteristic of our actual moral language (5.6). I have argued 
that moral judgements, when intended seriously and with 
their full force, must be taken as committing the speaker to 
some universal judgement applying to anyone in a relevantly 
similar situation. As we shall see, there are various declensions 
which, to match the human weakness of their users, moral 
judgements commonly undergo; and the most important of 
these is where a corner of the net is, as it were, lifted to allow 
the speaker himself to escape. I prescribe, that is to say, for 
everyone in such and such a situation, except mysey; in my 
own case, I substitute for the prescription something weaker. 

We have here an excusable example of such a declension. 
When I say 'I ought but I can't', I am prescribing in general 
for cases like mine; I certainly think that a man in my situa- 
tion ought, if he can, to do the act in question; but  the 
prescription fails to apply in my case because of the impos- 
sibility of acting on it. I t  is as if I said 'If I were able, it would 
be the case that I ought (full force); but since I am not able, 
that lets me out'. 

4.3. The sense of 'imply' in which 'ought' implies 'can' is 
not that of logical entailment. I t  is a weaker relation, analogous 

'Ought' will, however, even in this case retain its descriptive meaning, 
and thus remain universalizable, though the prescription implied in it is 
not universal; hence these remarks are consistent with 3.3.  The word 
'general' is used here, not (as in 3.4) in the sense opposite to 'specific', but 
in that in which we say that a rule holds in general, but not universally: 
i.e. it has exceptions. 
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to that which Mr. Strawson has claimed to exist between the 
statement that the King of France is wise, and the statement 
that there is a King of France.' If there is no King of France, 
then the question whether the King of France is wise does not 
arise. And so, by saying that the King of France is wise, we 
give our hearers to understand that we think, at least, that the 
question arises to which this is one possible answer, and that, 
accordingly, there is a King of France. And similarly, if we 
say that somebody ought to do a certain thing, and 'ought' has 
its full (i.e. universally prescriptive) force, then we give our 
hearers to understand that we think that the question arises to 
which this is a possible answer, which it would not, unless the 
person in question were able to do the acts referred to. 

Now it must be noticed that imperatives also imply 'can' in 
the same way as 'ought' does when used with its full force. If 
I tell or ask someone to do something (whether by way of 
advice, request, instruction, order, or even prayer does not 
matter), I give him to understand that I think that the ques- 
tion to which I have given him an answer arises4.e. that a 
decision is open to him. I t  would not do to tell a soldier to 
pick up his rifle if it were fixed to the ground. And the ques- 
tion which has to arise, if either a decision or the utterance of 
an imperative is to be in point, is the question which a man is 
asking himself when he is wondering what to do--the ques- 
tion that is answered, either when one tells someone else 
what to do, or when he decides for himself. Let us call this 
kind of question a practical question.2 

The answer to the question 'What shall I do?' is not norm- 
ally expressed in words when the agent answers it, though it is 
(in the imperative) when someone else answers it by way of 

P. F. Strawson, Mind, lix (rggo), 330 (also in Essays in Conce$tual 
Analysis, cd. A. Flew, p. 34). See also Collingwood, Essay on Metaphysics, 
PP. 38 ff. 

The phrase 'wondering what to do' is a translation of Aristotle, Nico- 
machea Ethics, 1113~5; and 'practical' is derived from the word there 
used for 'do'. 
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instruction, advice, &c. Instead, the agent just acts (hence 
Aristotle's doctrine that the conclusion of a practical syllo- 
gism is an action).' But in order to discuss, metalinguis- 
tically, the logic of the answer that the agent gives (without 
which it is impossible to give a satisfactory account of moral 
reasoning) we shall require an expression in words of what he 
leaves unuttered. I shall later use for this purpose the form 
'Let me do a'-though this has also other and commoner 
uses. A man who is wondering, in a game of chess, what move 
to make, may say to himself 'Let me try moving Q to KB q', 
and act accordingly. I t  is in this sense that I shall be using this 
form of expression-in the sense, that is, in which it  is the 
first-person analogue of the second-person 'Try moving . . .' 
and the first-person-plural 'Let's try moving . . .', and not in 
that in which it is the equivalent of 'Allow me to try . . .'. The  
uncommonness of this use is explained by the fact that, as 
Aristotle implies, we usually act without saying anything to 
ourselves. This is not the only case in which a thought's 
logical character and relations can be made clearer by expres- 
sing it in words, though normally it is not so expressed- 
enthymemes provide another example. 

We may, then, give the following account of the reason 
why decisions and imperatives 'imply "can" '. They are both 
answers to practical questions-and sometimes (though not 
always) the fact that a man cannot but do what he is going to 
do stops any practical question arising for him ; and therefore 
there is no place for a decision or an imperative. We shall have 
later to discuss the difficult question, just when this is so and 
when it is not. This is one of the central issues in the 'problem 
of free will'. But for the moment I am content to have estab- 
lished this important analogy between 'ought' and impe- 
ratives and decisions; they all imply 'can' for the same reason, 
that without 'can' a practical question cannot arise. 

I ask the reader to note carefully that I have not said that 
Movement of Animals, 701 a7 ff. 
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'ought' itself is used in giving answers to practical questions, 
in the narrow sense just explained. The question to which 
'ought' gives an answer is not that asked by a man who is won- 
dering what to do, but that asked by a man who is wondering 
what he ought to do. These are different questions; and to keep 
them distinct I shall confine the term 'practical question' to 
the former, and use the wider term 'prescriptive question' to 
cover both it and the 'ought'-question, when that is prescrip- 
tive. The two questions are nevertheless related, in the fol- 
lowing way: unless the practical question arises, the 'ought'- 
question cannot arise, if 'ought' has its full force (as it must 
have, if it is to imply 'can'). And the reason for this is that, 
when the word is being used in this way, its function is to 
offer help and guidance in answering the practical question 
(though not directly to answer it); and so, naturally, there is 
no point in asking the 'ought'-question when the practical 
question does not arise.' Thus the prescriptivity of 'ought', 
when so used, serves both to account for the commonly 
accepted notion that 'ought' implies 'can', and to discriminate 
the cases where this is indeed so from those in which it is not. 
There is, therefore, an important similarity and relation 
between 'ought' and decisions and imperatives, which distin- 
guishes them all from ordinary descriptive judgements. We 
have already seen that there is also another important and 
contrary analogy between 'ought' and descr$tive judgements, 
which distinguishes both of them from imperatives and deci- 
sions-namely that 'ought' is universalizable and they are not. 
It is the existence of both these analogies, and the need to 
keep them both in focus at the same time, which makes moral 
philosophy so difficult and so fascinating a subject. 

4.4. We have next to discuss in more detail what could be 
meant by the puzzling phrase 'the question arises whether 
. . .'. As we shall see, it is disputable whether the phrase 'the 
question arises' is the happiest one for the concept we are 

' See further Aristotelian Society, Supp. Vol. xxv (xgsx), 205 f. 
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employing; but, since it has acquired a certain currency, I 
shall continue to use it. 

There are many things that might be meant by this phrase. 
First of all, it might mean that the answer to the question was 
not already obvious or known. We might say 'The question 
simply does not arise whether Jones is trustworthy; he ob- 
viously is not'. I t  is clear that this is not the sense with which 
we have to deal. Secondly, it might mean that the question is 
actually raised by somebody; we might say 'Yesterday, in the 
Finance Committee, the question arose whether Jones was 
being paid enough'. This sense is subdivisible into three, 
according as we mean by 'raised', that somebody asked it out 
loud; or that somebody, without saying anything out loud, let 
the words of the question pass through his mind; or that 
somebody, without putting the question into words even 
mentally, wondered whether something was so or not. As an 
example of the last case, suppose that I see the flash of a 
mortar, apparently fired in my direction; I may, in an intel- 
ligible sense, wonder whether I shall be hit, or whether to 
d k k  beneath the parapet, although there is no time for any 
words to pass through my mind. I t  is clear that these senses, 
too, are irrelevant to our discussion; for, to use the previous 
example, by saying that the question whether the King of 
France is wise does not arise if there is no King, we mean 
more than that nobody is actually raising it. 

By saying that a question arises, we seem sometimes to 
mean that it could be raised; the difficulty is to interpret the 
word 'could'. We might mean by it 'could be actually uttered,' 
whether out loud or mentally; but with this sense we cannot 
be concerned, since it is always possible, provided that one 
has learnt to talk, and is not gagged or the victim of aphasia, 
to utter the words 'Is the King of France wise?' in a question- 
ing tone of voice, and even easier to let these words pass 
through one's mind. We seem to  mean, rather, something 
like 'could appositely, appropriately, reasonably, significantly, 
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or comprehensibly be raised'; and it is very important here 
to distinguish exactly which of these things, if any, we mean, 
and in what sense. There are clearly cases in which it would 
be inappropriate or inapposite to ask a question, but in which, 
nevertheless, it arises, in the sense we are after. For example, 
if we were in audience with the King and discussing some 
momentous question of state, it might be highly inappropriate 
-indeed downright impertinent-to ask whether he was 
wise; but it might still be said that the question, in the 
required sense, arose. At least, it would seem that if we are to 
use this phrase for the concept which is relevant to our dis- 
cussion, we shall have to say this (even if the phrase is not 
entirely a happy one); for it is commonly said that if the ques- 
tion does not arise whether the King is wise, then it is neither 
true nor false that the King is wise; but in the case just men- 
tioned it might be true that he was wise. 

Here, as in so many other places in philosophy, it is very 
important to distinguish between things which it would be 
ridiculous, inapposite, inappropriate, or even misleading to 
say, and things which would be false or incomprehensible or 
inconsistent. I t  is only when it would be false or incompre- 
hensible or inconsistent to say something that philosophers 
should be professionally interested. For example, it has been 
correctly maintained that, in a normal case, to say of some- 
thing 'It looks red' when one knows it to be red is to speak 
misleadingly, and that such a remark is inapposite and in- 
appropriate. But not so much can be argued from this as has 
been thought; for it tells us little about the logical properties 
of the propositions 'It looks red' and 'It is red'. What little it 
tells us, it tells us in virtue of a general rubric which applies to 
all speaking, that it is often misleading to say something 
weaker when one is in a position to say something stronger. 
That this is a case falling under this rubric shows that in 
some sense 'It looks red' is a weaker statement than 'It is red' 
-but that is all. For, though misleading and inappropriate, 
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it may be perfectly comprehensible and indeed true to say of 
a thing which one knows to be red that it looks red. And 
while there may not be any point, on most occasions, in saying 
'It both looks and is red', it is not inconsistent or incompre- 
hensible. And it is the inconsistency or incomprehensibility 
or falsity of some utterance on some occasion that tells us 
about the logical properties of the words used-not mere 
misleadingness or inappropriateness.' 

In our present case similar considerations apply. The  sense 
in which we require to use the phrase 'The question arises 
whether the King of France is wise', if it is to help us in our 
discussion, is the following: a question arises if, and only if, 
supposing that somebody did ask it (i.e. utter the words), it 
would be comprehensible what he was asking. Note that the 
'what' here is an indirect interrogative (quid), and not a rela- 
tive (quod). The point is that, for a question to be said to 
arise in the required sense, it must be the case that, if asked, 
we should be able to understand it in the sense, not merely of 
knowing what the words mean in their normal acceptation, 
but of not being driven to ask, with an air of bafflement, 
'What on earth is being asked?' If a question is, in a certain 
situation, incomprehensible in this sense, then it does not 
(in the sense required) arise in that situation. 

4.5. Let us now illustrate the way in which the impos- 
sibility, or the inevitability, of doing something stops the 
question of whether to do it arising. Suppose, to adapt an 
example of Aristotle's,zthat I am in a boat sailing in the Eng- 
lish Channel, and that it is fair weather. I can then ask 'Shall 
I land in France ?', and this can be a practical question ; some- 
body can say, by way of advice, 'Yes, land in France; we can 
get a good meal in Dieppe'. But suppose, on the other hand, 
that I am being driven on the French shore by a gale and that 

' Cf. H. P. Grice, Aristotelian Society, Supp. Vol. xxxv (196r), 
124 ff. 

+ Nicomachean Ethics, I I 1oa3. 
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it is obvious that whether I shall land in France is out of my 
control; then, if I ask 'Shall I land in France?' this cannot be 
understood as a practical question, but only as a request for a 
prediction, equivalent to 'Am I as a matter of fact going to 
land in France?' Sometimes the very form of words makes it 
impossible to understand a question as a practical one; for 
example, it is clear that 'Shall I be driven on the French 
shore?' could not be a practical question. The reason is that 
the event referred to is described in such a way that it could 
not be the subject of a decision, order, request, or piece of 
advice, and therefore could not, either, be the subject of a 
question which asks for these things. Similar questions are 
'Shall I fall downstairs by accident?' and 'Shall I go to the 
wrong room by mistake?' We cannot ask these questions 
comprehensibly, because the answers to them would be in- 
comprehensible. If somebody said 'Fall down the stairs by 
accident' or 'Go to the wrong room by mistake', we should be 
at a loss to know what he was telling us to do, and should 
have to look for peculiar senses in which to take his words (as, 
e.g., by understanding 'by mistake' to mean 'pretending to 
have made a mistake'). 

These illustrations could also be used to show that, in simi- 
lar circumstances, an 'Ought I ?' question would be equally 
incomprehensible, provided that 'ought' was alleged to be 
being used with its full force. When the word is being so used, 
it is impossible to understand what a man could be asking if 
he says 'Ought I to be driven on shore by the gale ?' or 'Ought 
I to fall downstairs by accident?' or 'Ought I to go to the 
wrong room by mistake?' Here again, there are contrived 
interpretations that would make sense of these utterances; 
for example, the man might mean 'Ought I to be the sort of 
man who makes this kind of mistake; ought I not rather to 
take a course in Pelmanism to correct my absent-minded- 
ness?'; but this need not concern us. I t  seems to be true in 
general that if a description of an action is such as to rule out 
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a practical 'Shall I ? '  question, then it will also rule out, for . ' 

the same reason, the corresponding universally prescrip- 
tive 'Ought I?' question. I t  is, in fact, the impossibility of 
deliberating, or wondering, whether to do a thing which rules 
out asking whether one ought to do it. 

4.6. I am not so ambitious as to hope, in this short chapter, 
to solve any of the tangle of problems that go under the name 
of 'the problem of free will'. Anyone who thinks that he can 
clear up these problems in less than a complete closely rea- 
soned book shows himself unaware of their complexity. My 
aim is the more modest one of showing how the fact of moral 
freedom is what gives moral language one of its characteristic 
logical properties; it is because we have to make decisions 
that we have a use for this sort of language. Nevertheless, 
what has been said so far does perhaps suggest a useful 
approach to the traditional problem, which it will be worth 
a digression to explain. 

I t  is commonly thought that if human actions can be 
predicted, and especially if they can be predicted by means of 
'causal' laws, then it is impossible to make moral judgements 
about them. This, indeed, is one of the chief sources of 
philosophical perplexity about free will. The perplexity might 
perhaps be lessened if we could establish that it is only in 
a certain class of cases that predictability rules out moral 
judgement, and that the mistake is to assimilate all cases 
to these. If we had a clear way to distinguish these differ- 
ent cases from one another, the problem would become 
easier. And it is possible that such a criterion is provided 
by the test 'Does the question "What shall I do?" arise for 
the agent ?' 

This test serves, at any rate, to distinguish from each other 
the clear cases, in which nearly all of us would be inclined to 
say, either that predictability ruled out moral judgement, or 
that it did not. In the case just described of the man who is 
wrecked on the French coast, we have a clear case where the 
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predictability of the event makes it impossible to ask a pre- 
scriptive moral question. Let us contrast this case with another 
in which this seems not to be so. Suppose that there are two 
cashiers, one of unexampled probity and the other the reverse, 
and that the dishonest one says to the honest one, 'You need 
some money for your holiday; why not take it out of the till?' 
Now it might be possible for someone who knew this honest 
man to predict with certainty that he would reject the sug- 
gestion-with as much certainty, that is to say, as any contin- 
gent event can be predicted. We may even suppose that, with 
advances in neurology, it may become possible to examine 
such a man's brain with an encephalograph and predict on 
the basis of an assured scientific law that nobody with a brain 
so formed will ever steal money from the till in this man's 
circumstances. But this does not make me want to stop saying 
that the man does as he ought-and I must ask the reader 
whether he does not agree with me. The  reason why this case 
is different from the 'gale' case seems to be the following. In  
the 'gale' case there was no question of the man asking him- 
self 'Shall I be wrecked?' or 'Ought I to be wrecked?' if these 
are understood prescriptively. But in the 'cashier' case these 
questions not only arise-what the man does depends on what 
answers he gives to them. He actually considers the question 
'Shall I take the money?'-he must consider it, since he 
understands the other man's suggestion, and rejects it; one 
cannot even reject a suggestion that one has not, at any rate 
for a moment, considered. And if he were to answer, 'Yes, 
1'11 take the money', then he would take the money; only it is 
predictable that he will not give this answer. 

The  same can be said about the 'ought'-question. The  
question 'Ought I to take the money?' certainly arises for 
him; only he unhesitatingly and predictably answers, 'No, I 
ought not'; and i t  is because he gives this answer that he acts 
as he does. I t  would be absurd to say that because it was 
predictable that these questions would arise for him and that 
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he would answer them in a certain way and act accordingly, 
therefore the questions did not really arise; this contains a 
manifest contradiction. 

There are those who say that if, with the progress of sci- 
ence, we come to be able in principle to predict any action, we 
shall have to give up making moral judgements. W e  may 
suggest that they have perhaps been misled by the apparent 
analogy between cases of the 'gale' type and cases of the 
'cashier' type. The real difficulties of the subject, however, 
arise when we take what seem to be intermediate cases, and 
try to decide to which of the two extreme cases, if either, they 
are to be assimilated. There is a great variety of cases which 
seem to be like neither of these-both cases which occur 
normally, and cases, such as those which are the result of post- 
hypnotic suggestion or brain-surgery or mental disease, where 
there are abnormal factors at work. So various are these cases, 
even within a single class (e.g. the hypnotic), that the proper 
discussion of them would take us too far away from our sub- 
ject. I am reasonably sure, however, that if we are clear about 
the extreme cases, and are not misled by the analogy between 
them into espousing the naive kind of determinism which says 
'All is predictable; therefore moral judgements are out of 
place', we shall be able to avoid the more elementary con- 
fusions. 

4.7. The  absurdity of what I have called the naive deter- 
minist view can be seen if we ask what a person who accepted 
it could possibly do about it-how it could affect his actual be- 
haviour, linguistic and other. This question is best examined 
in the context of moral education, which so often illumi- 
nates questions in moral philosophy. Even if naive determin- 
ism were true, it would not alter the position that we find 
ourselves in when we are trying to bring up our children. So 
long as people go on having to make up their minds what to 
do, they will have need of principles (including moral prin- 
ciples) to help them to do it. So long, therefore, as we know 
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that our children will have in the course of their lives to make 
up their minds on questions which make a great difference to 
their own and other people's futures, we shall seek to give 
them, during their upbringing, something by way of a moral 
outlook which will help them in making these choices. T h e  

that the whole process was predictable-or even, for that 
matter, actually predicted by some clever psychologist, pro- 

his predictions-would make no 
naive determinist were to come 
take any trouble with our chil- 

dren's education, because what they i r e  going to do in the 
course of their lives is in principle predictable, we should be 
unlikely to take his advice. For even if our children's actions 
are in principle predictable, we do not know what they are 
going to be (if we did know, we might change our methods of 
education, and thus falsify the prediction). 

If it is suggested that, because naive determinism is true, 
we cannot but educate them as we are going to, then it must 
be answered that in that case the acceptance of naive deter- 
minism can make nodifference to us in any case. But it is to be 
doubted whether this follows from the doctrine; for according 
to it, presumably, the acceptance of determinism is as capable 
of determining our behaviour as any other stimulus. Let us 
therefore suppose that, as is manifestly the case, we are left, 
by the acceptance of the determinist doctrine, in the position 
of having to decide how to bring up our children; and let us 
ask what changes in our methods we might be led to intro- 
duce. 

I have said that, even if our children's futures are in prin- 
ciple predictable, we do not know what they are going to be. 
But whatever they are going to be, one of the causes of their 
being as they are will be the sort of education which we give 
them. If the determinist were able to produce, at birth, a kind 
of horoscope predicting all a child's future conduct, then we 
might give up the task of educating the child. But this is in 
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principle impossible, since one class of data which the deter- 
minist requires in order to compile his predictions consists in 
the environmental influences which affect the child in its 
formative years. If, therefore, on his advice, we were to aban- 
don or alter the child's education, this part of the data would 
be altered, and the predictions would then be based on false 
data and therefore themselves possibly false. 

We may conclude that that very large part of morality 
which is concerned with the education of children would not 
be rendered futile, though its content and methods might be 
altered, by any logically possible advances in the predictive 
power of psychology. But education is continued by self- 
education (LM 4.3). It  would therefore seem that, if a person 
is trying to build up for himself a body of moral principles 
which becomes more solid as his experience of life increases, 
his endeavour is no more rendered futile by advances in 
psychology than is that of a parent who is helping his children 
along the earlier stages of the same process. For example, 
suppose that I am devoting thought to the question of whether 
one ought ever, through the possession of inherited wealth, to 
take for oneself advantages which the less fortunate cannot 
have (a serious enough question, partly similar to one which 
we know occurred to Wittgenstein, and which he answered in 
the negative); even if somebody else can predict what con- 
clusion I shall come to, and on what principle I shall act 
(whether I shall give all my money away or not), this does not 
in the least absolve me from considering the question and 
making up my mind about it. For I have to act in some way, 
and therefore have to answer the question, 'What shall I do ?'; 
and since predictability does not stop me doing this, neither 
does it stop me asking the question of principle, 'What orrgllt 
one to do in a case like this?' 

So the essential part of moral thought, that which consists 
in trying to form for oneself and others principles of conduct, 
is not made futile by any advance in our powers of prediction 

824184 F 
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that could possibly take place. The ability to predict and 
explain will not curtail the freedom which engenders moral 
thought, though it will, by increasing our knowledge and 
power, greatly increase both the potential effectiveness and 
the burdensomeness of that thought. I t  may also make us 
more charitable; but charity and the making of moral judge- 
ments are not incompatible. 

5 BACKSLIDING 

5.1. THE ethical theory which has be set out in the 
preceding chapters is a type o 0 prescriptivism that it main- 
tains that it is one of the char o moral terms, and 
one which is a sufficiently essential characteristic for us to call 
it part of the meaning of these terms, that judgements con- 
taining them are, as typically used, intended as guides to con- -- 
duct. Now there is one objection to all kinds of prescrlptivism 
w m  is so commonly made, and is of such intrinsic interest, 
that it requires a chapter to itself. This is the objection that, if 
moral judgements were prescriutive, then it would be impos- 
zible to accept some moral judgement and yet act contrary t'6 
it. But, it is maintained (in Hume's words), ' 'tis one thing To 
s o w  virtue, and another to conform the will to it';' people 
are constantly doing what they think they ought not to be 
doing; therefore prescriptivism must be wrong. 

There are two points from the preceding chapter which are 
relevant to a consideration of this objection. The first is that, 
there too, we saw that there was a problem for prescriptivists 
where there ought to be no problem for descriptivists- 
namely the problem raised by our feeling that 'ought' implies 
'can'. We saw that if 'ought' were always, as it is sometimes, 
purely descriptive, there would be no question of 'ought' 
implying 'can', and therefore no problem ; the problem arises 
because of the fact that in some, and those the typical and 
central, of their uses moral judgements have that affinity with 
imperatives which makes me call both prescriptive. T o  this 
extent, the very existence of the problem-the fact that 
ordinary people feel that 'ought' implies 'can' and that 

Treatise, iii. I .  i. For a recent development of this objection, see A. C. 
Ewing, Second Thoughts in Moral Philosophy, ch. I. 
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this creates philosophical difficulties-is prima facie evidence 
against descriptivism. If a descriptivist were to argue that 
moral judgements are purely descriptive, and thus do not 
imply 'cad, and that therefore a moralist can happily accept 
the extremest form of determinism, his argument would not 
be plausible. Now it must be pointed out that the same sort of 
manczuvre is possible here: if moral judgements were not 
prescriptive, there would be no problem about moral weak- 
ness; but there is a problem; therefore they are prescriptive. 
In fact, the argument from moral weakness is very much of a 
two-edged weapon in the hands of the descriptivist. 

The second point to be remembered from the preceding 
chapter is that, as we saw, not all moral judgements have the 
full, universally prescriptive force that the perfect specimen 
has. There are a great many kinds of 'off-colour' moral judge- 
ment which do not, like the perfect specimen, 'imply "can" '. 
Thus the man who says 'I ought but I can't' is not necessarily 
saying anything absurd; all that he is doing is to use 'ought' in 
one of the many off-colour ways that are possible. Some of 
these we listed. 

Now we shall see that typical cases of 'moral weakness' are 
cases where a man cannot do what he thinks he ought; but 
the 'cannot' here requires very careful examination, since in 
other senses such a man very well can do what he ought. 
Nevertheless, in discussing moral weakness we have to deal 
with a special case of 'ought but can't'; and what was said 
earlier about 'ought but can't' in general will be relevant. 

5.2. The view that there is no problem (that is to say no 
philosophical problem) about moral weakness rests in the main 
on an analogy between the moral words and other common 
predicates of our language. Since in the case of 'ought' the 
analogy is not so plausible, let us for a moment take one of the 
moral adjectives, namely 'best'. On the view that we are con- 
sidering, there is nothing odder about thinking something the 
best thing to do in the circumstances, but not doing it, than 
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there is about thinking a stone the roundest stone in the vicin- 
ity and not picking it up, but picking up  some other stone 
instead. If I am not looking for a round stone, but just for a 
stone, there will be nothing which requires explanation if I 
leave the round stone and pick up, say, a jagged one; and if I 
am not seeking to do the best thing in the circumstances, but 
just wondering what to do, there will be nothing that requires 
explanation if I choose to do what I think to be, say, the worst 
possible thing to do and leave undone what I think the best 
thing to do. 

One will be likely, that is to say, to think that there is no 
problem (given that one has considered the matter at  all), if 
one assimilates moral predicates to ordinary descriptive predi- 
cates, and ignores their differences. T o  think that there is no 
problem is, as we have seen, the mark of a descriptivist. This 
is a matter of degree. Only the most out-and-out descriptivist 
will be completely unworried by the possibility of there being 
a problem; most descriptivists are prepared to admit that if 
someone does what he says is the worst possible thing to do, 
an explanation is called for. But nevertheless the attitude of a 
moral philosopher to this question puts him, as I have already 
implied, on one side or the other of one of the deepest cleav- 
ages in ethics-that between descriptivists and prescriptivists. 

For a certain kind of descriptivist, indeed, the existence of 
'moral weakness' will still present a problem-namely any 
descriptivist who approaches these questions in a way which 
goes back to Aristotle and beyond, but has been associated 
especially (how justly, I do not know) with the name of 
Aquinas. This is to say that there is a 'law of nature' (a true 
but synthetic universal proposition) that all things do, as a ! 

matter of fact, seek the good and eschew the evil. The  logical 
properties of this proposition would be like those of the 
proposition that silkmoths lay their eggs in mulberry-trees- 
except that the latter is more restricted in scope. Only silk- 
moths seek mulberry-trees to lay their eggs in, but everything 
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seeks the good. Naturally it will not do to say that everything 
just happens to seek the good; this must therefore be some 
sort of synthetic necessary truth-but perhaps the same would 
be said about the proposition that silkmoths lay their eggs in 
mulberry-trees-they do not just happen to lay their eggs 
there; they do it because that is their nature. The concept of 
'natural necessity' that is here said to be involved is exceed- 
ingly obscure and elusive. I find it much more credible to say 
that the only kind of necessity here is a logical necessity; in so 

; far as, and in the sense that, it is true at all that everything 
1 seeks the good, it is true in virtue of the meanings of 'good' and 
'seek'. And this should teach us something about the meaning 
of the word 'good', and of other such words-namely that 
they are not purely descriptive. In any case, since this kind of 
descriptivist will have the same problem on his hands as the 
prescriptivist, no separate treatment is perhaps necessary. 

5.3. Nevertheless it is incumbent on the prescriptivist to 
say why there is a problem, and to do something about elu- 
cidating it. The problem is posed by the fact that moral judge- 
ments, in their central use, have it as their function to guide 

f this is their function, how can we think, for 
ought not to be doing a certain thing (i.e. 

accept the view that we ought not to be doing it as a guide to 
our conduct) and then not be guided by i t? N O  onecan.say 

t t h s p r o b l e m  hereyunless he denies that it is the 
function of moral judgements to guide conduct. 

There are analogies here between expressions like 'think 
good' and 'think that I ought', on the one hand, and the word 
'want' on the other. These analogies are what give force to 
the old maxim referred to in the previous section, that every- 
thing seeks the good. For the Greek and Latin words for 'to 
seek' (ephiesthai, uppetere) mean also 'to want'. I t  has rightly 
been said that 'the primitive sign of wanting is trying to get';' 
and this should warn us that to want something, and espe- 

G. E. M. Anscornbe, Intention, p. 67. 
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cially to want something more than anything else (where this 
is the genuine active kind of want and not mere 'idle wishing') 
is to have a very different kind of thing going on in our minds 
from what we have when we think that some descriptive 
proposition is true (for example that a certain cloud is shaped 
like a duck). To  speak very crudely, the kind of thought that 
we-have when we want something belongs with the kinds of 
thought that are expressed in prescriptive language, such as 
choices, resolves, requests, prayers, and, lastly, moral and 
other evaluative judgements. To  draw attention to the close I logical relations, on the one hand between wantingand thinking 
good, and on the other between wanting and doing something, 
about getting what one wants, is to play into the hands of the 
prescriptivist; for it is to provide yet another link between 
thinking good and action. 

5.4. We must not, however, become so obsessed by the 
i analogies between wanting and making value-judgements that 

eir differences. Doing just this, perhaps, led 
Socrates into is famous troubles over the question of moral 
weakness.1 is in their universalizability that value-judge- 

er from desires (9.1); and nearly all the difficulties a 
of Socrates stem from failing to notice this. In this respect 
wanting is like assenting to a singular imperative, not to a 
moral or other value-judgement. If I am trying to make up 
my mind what to do, I may simply ask myself what I most 
want to do; or I may ask myself what I ought to do. If I want 
to do A in these circumstances, I am not committed to wanting 
anyone else placed in exactly G l e v a n t l y  similar circum- 
stances to do likewise. But ~f 1 thmk that I ought to do A in 
3%~ circumstances, I am committed to thinking that anyone 
else similarly placed ought to do the same. This means that 
making up my mind what I ought to do is a much more 
difficult and complex matter than making up my mind what 
I want to do; and it is these complexities that lead to the 

See, e.g., Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I 145~25. 
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problem of moral weakness, and their unravelling to its solu- 
tion. In making up my mind what I most want to do I have 
to consult only my own desires. But in making up my mind 
what I ought to do I have to consider more than this; I have 
to ask myself 'What maxim (to use Kant's term) can I ac- 
cept as of universal application in cases like this, whether or 
not I play the part in the situation which I am playing 
now ?' 

Are we not all, frequently, in circumstances in which we 
should most like to do A, but should very much dislike it if 
someone did A in similar circumstances when we were the 
victims of his act? I mention this case as an example only, not 
meaning to imply that all cases of moral weakness are cases 
where it leads us to harm other people's interests. Indeed, 
moral weakness is most typically exhibited in falling short of 
our ideals, which need not, as I shall later show, have any- 
thing to do with other people's interests (8.4 f.). But in all 
cases moral weakness is the tendency not to do ourselves 
something which in general we commend, or to do something 
which in general we condemn. This is perhaps the central 
difficulty of the moral life ; and it is no accident that this moral 
difficulty is reflected in a similarly central difficulty in theoret- 
ical ethics. Some moral philosophers speak as if it were easy 
to make up one's mind what one ought to do. I t  would indeed 
be easy, if either of two one-sided ethical theories were a full 
account of the matter. I f  deciding what we ought to do were 
a mere matter of our own desires-like deciding what we 
most want to do-then it would be a relatively easy task. We 
should decide what we most wanted to do, and, if it were in 
our power, do it. To  put the same point in a more technical 
way: if moral judgements were singular prescriptives of some 
sort, then there would be less difficulty in deciding which of 
them to accept, and acceptance of them would lead to action; 
there could be no question of weakness of will. That was why 
Socrates, who paid insufficient attention to the universaliza- 
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bility of moral judgements, found himself saying that there 
was no such thing as weakness of will. 

5.5. That is one spurious way of easing our moral diffi- 
culties. The other way consists in accepting the universaliza- 
bility of mop1 judgements, and the descriptive meaning that 
goes with it, and forgetting the universal prescriptiveness of 
moral principles. Then it again becomes easier to make up 
one's mind what one ought to do, because one is no longer, in 
saying that one ought to do A, prescribing to oneself. If this 
view were correct, I could decide that I ,  and that anyone in 
like circumstances, ought to do A, and then, without any hint 
of going back on what I had decided, not do A. There are a 
great many things which we should be perfectly prepared to 
say that we ought to do if we did not think that, in saying this, 
we were committing ourselves to any prescription, and thus 
action. The  real difficulty of making a moral decision is, as I 
have said before, that of finding some action to which one is 
prepared to commit oneself, and which at the same time one 
is prepared to accept as exemplifying a principle of action 
binding on anyone in like circumstances. This is what makes 
the moral life, for one who takes it seriously, so appallingly 
difficult. 

So difficult is it, in fact-so great is the strain between 
prescriptivity and universalizability in certain situations- 
that something has to give; and this is the explanation of the 
phenomenon of moral weakness. Not only do we give, because 
we are morally weak; we have found for ourselves a language 
which shares our weakness, and gives just where we do. For 
moral language is a human institution. I t  is the business of 
the moral philosopher to say, not what the logical behaviour 
of moral terms would be like, if they were devised by and for 
the use of angels, but what it actually is like.' T o  use another 
of Kant's expressions, a 'holy' moral language would be a very 
simple one; it would consist of universalizable prescriptive 

Cf. Ewing, op. cit., p. 13. 
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judgements without any way of escaping from either their 
prescriptivity or their universality. It would, in fact, be like 
the evaluative language described in the last chapter of The 
Language of Morals (which was, it will be remembered, a 
simplified artificial model) without any of the escape-routes 
for backsliders which are so amply provided in our actual 
moral language, and which were, some of them, described in 
the body of the book (e.g. L M  7.5, 9.4, 11.2). NO shift of 
ground from the viewpoint of that book is implied in saying 
that human moral language, unlike a holy or angelic moral 
language, has, built into its logic, all manner of ways of evading 
the rigour of pure prescriptive universality. These we shall 
have to chart in more detail. But nevertheless it would be a 
slander upon human moral language and on its users to claim 
that they do not even aspire to have universal prescriptive 
principles; not all who speak morally have already given up 
the struggle in one of the two ways just referred to, by recon- 
ciling themselves to a moral language that is either not pres- 
criptive or not fully universal. 

An angel, in making up his mind about a moral question 
concerning his own conduct, might proceed as follows. He 
might ask himself to what action he was prepared to commit 
himself, and at the same time prepared to accept as exempli- 
fying a principle of action binding on anyone in like circum- 
stances. As we have seen, this question is an appallingly 
difficult one in many situations-the source of the difficulty, 
we might say, is that in setting out to live morally we are 
aspiring to be like angels, which is a formidable undertaking. 
But angels, unlike human beings, do not find any difficulty in 
answering such questions, because, having holy wills and no 
selfish inclinations, they do not ever want to do actions whose 
maxims they cannot universalize. But we are not angels; and 
therefore, although the simplest logic for a moral language 
would be that of the universalizable prescriptive, we shy at 
this rigorous and austere simplicity, and, in our vain struggles 
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to find a more comfortable way of speaking, have introduced 
complexities into the logic of our moral language-vain strug- 
gles, because the ideal of pure universal prescriptive moral 
principles obstinately remains with us, and we are not in the 
end satisfied Mth anything which falls short of it. 

The  complexities are very great, and i t  will be impossible 
to mention all of them.' The  inquiry into them will be, as are 
most philosophical inquiries, at one and the same time about 
language and about what happens; for to ask about different 
senses of 'ought' and of 'think that one ought', in the way that 
the philosopher asks this, is at the same time to ask about 
different possible states of mind; the two inquiries are in- 
separable. One cannot study language, in a philosophical way, 
without studying the world that we are talking about.2 

5.6. Here, however, it is necessary to qualify somewhat 
the expression 'different senses of "ought" '. The impression 
may have been given by certain passages in The Language of 
Morals that moralwordsaresomehow ambiguous, in that they 
have a series of distinct senses, so that one could ask a man in 
which sense he was using them-for example the 'inverted 
commas', the 'ironic', the 'conventional', and so on ( L M  7.5). 
I t  is wrong to say this. Fortunately Professor Nowell-Smith 
has now provided us with a terminology for saying much 
better what I was trying to say. He has invented the expression 
'Janus-word' to describe words of the sort we are considering, 
which have two or more aspects to their meaning, one of 
which may on occasion be emphasized to the neglect of the 
others.3 We cannot say that such a word is ambiguous; it is 
indeed an inseparable element in its meaning that it can shift 
in this way. The  human word 'ought', unlike its counterpart 
in an angelic moral language, not only faces both ways in the 
' For a somewhat more detailed account, with which I largely agree, 

see Mr. P. L. Gardiner's very helpful article 'On assenting to a moral 
principle', Atistotelian Society, lv (1954/5), 23. 

See Austin, Philosophical Papers, p. 130 (also in Aristotelian Society, 
lvii (1956/7), 8). ' See P. H. Nowell-Smith, Ethics, Index s.v. 
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sense of having both descriptive and prescriptive meaning- 
for the angelic word does that-but can sometimes look in the 
direction that suits its user's interests, and bury its other face 
in the sand. Even if we are at our most moral when we say that 
we ought to be doing such and such a thing (getting up, for 
example), and fully intend to set about doing it there and 
then, we know only too well that if our moral strength were to 
fail us at the last moment, and we did not get up, we could 
still go on saying that we thought that we ought to be getting 
up-and saying it, though in a way in an attenuated sense, 
without in another way departing from the meaning of the 
word as we were using it all along; for all along the meaning 
of the word was such that we could backslide in this way. 

There are many different methods of backsliding without 
appearing to. The  commonest, perhaps, of these subterfuges 
is that known as special pleading. We start off as if we were 
prepared to accept a certain moral principle as binding on 
everybody; and we start off by accepting it as prescriptive, 
and therefore as committing us in particular to acting in 
accordance with the principle. But when we consider how 
contrary to our own interests it is for us to act in accordance 
with the principle, we weaken. While continuing to prescribe 
that everyone else (or at any rate everyone whose interests do 
not especially concern us) should act in accordance with the 
principle, we do not so prescribe to ourselves (for to do this 
fully and in earnest would commit us to acting). The  ward 
'ought' can remain universal in that it retains all the descrip- 
tive meaning that it ever had; but it ceases to express a 
universal prescription-the prescription is not universal and 
the universality is only descriptive. T o  restore the appearance 
of prescriptive universality, we substitute, in our owncase, for 
genuine prescriptiveness, a mere feeling, varying in strength, 
that we are not playing our part in the scheme which we 
claim to be accepting (that we are, as it were, leading our 
regiment from behind). This feeling is called a guilty con- 
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science. I t  is essential to the success of this maneuvre that 
the feeling should not, at the time, be too strong. T h e  man 
who wishes to act against his conscience must make sure that 
his conscience is less powerful than the desires which oppose 
it;  for if consciende pricks us too hard it will prick u s  into 
doing the action, and genuine prescriptive universality will 
be restored. 

Suppose, however, that this does not happen, and that we 
fail to do the required action, and merely feel uncomfortable 
about it. Has the expression 'think that I ought' changed its 
meaning for us? We have, indeed, accepted, as exemplifying 
the state of mind called 'thinking that I ought', something less 
robust than formerly; but then from the start the exmession 
'think that I ought'had the potentiality of such a decline-it 
is an expression of human language, and humans are always 
doing this sort of thing. There are, indeed, many ways in 
which it can lose its robustness without, in a sense, departing 
from its original meaning; we shall notice some others later. 

5.7. 1 have been speaking as if we were extremely self- 
conscious and purposive about adopting such a device as I 
have described. Now there are indeed people who know what 
they are going about when they do this; such are the real 
hypocrites. But this is not the state of most of us. Far from it 
being a matter of freely chosen policy to think in this way, 
most of us find it impossibly hard, not being angels, to  think 
in any other. Our morality is formed of principles and ideals 
which we do not succeed in persuading ourselves to fulfil. 
And this inability to realize our ideals is well reflected in the 
highly significant names given in both Greek and English to 
this condition: Greek calls it akrasia-literally 'not being 
strong enough (sc. to control oneself)'; and English calls it 
'moral weakness' or 'weakness of will'. Nor is this the only 
evidence that the state of mind that most people are thinking 
of when they speak of weakness of will involves an inability, 
in some sense, to do what we think we ought. There are two 
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extremely well-worn passages in literature which are con- 
stantly quoted in this controversy, usually against the pre- 
scriptivist position. Since those who quote them frequently 
show themselves unaware of the contexts in which they occur, 
I shall quote them at length, in order to show how many 
references there are to the powerlessness of the speakers. The  
first describes Medea, trying to resist the onset of love for 
Jason: 

Meanwhile, Aeetes' daughter's heart took fire; 
Her struggling Reason could not quell Desire. 
'This madness how can I resist?', she cried; 
'No use to fight; some God is on its side . . . 
Dash from your maiden breast these flames it feels! 
Ah, if I could, the less would be my ills. 
Alas I cannot quench them; an unknown 
Compulsion bears me, all reluctant, down. 
Urged this way-that--on Love's or Reason's course, 
I see and praise the better: do the worse." 

Ovid here again and again stresses the helplessness of 
Medea; and so does St. Paul stress his own helplessness in 
the famous passage from Romans vii: 

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am not: I am un- 
spiritual, the purchased slave of sin. I do not even acknowledge 
my own actions as mine, for what I do is not what I want to do, 
but what I detest. But if what I do is against my will, it means that 
I agree with the law and hold it to be admirable. But as things are, 
it is no longer I who perform the action, but sin that lodges in me. 
For I know that nothing good lodges in me-in my unspiritual 
nature, I mean-for though the will to do good is there, the deed 
is not. The good which I want to do, I fail to do; but what I do is 
the wrong which is against my will; and if what I do is against my 
will, clearly it is no longer I who am the agent, but sin that has its 
lodging in me. I discover this principle, then: that when I want to 
do the right, only the wrong is within my reach. In my inmost self 
I delight in the law of God, but I perceive that there is in my 

Ovid, Metamorphoses, vii. 20. 
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bodily members a different law, fighting against the law that my 
reason approves and making me a prisoner under the law that is in 
my members, the ldtv of sin. Miserable creature that I am, who is 
there to rescue me out of this body doomed to death ? God alone, 
through Jesus Christ our Lord! Thanks be to God! In a word 
then, I myself, subject to God's law as a rational being, am yet, in 
my unspiritual nature, a slave to the law of sin.' 

T h e  impression given by these two passages is very dif- 
ferent from that conveyed by descriptivist philosophers who 
quote scraps from them out of context. Taken as a whole, 
these passages do not even run counter to the summary view 
which I put forward in The Language of Morals. For I said 
there that I proposed to use the word 'value-judgement' in 
such a way that 'the test, whether someone is using the judge- 
ment "I ought to do X" as a value-judgement or not, is "Does 
he or does he not recognize that if he assents to the judge- 
ment, he must also assent to the command "Let me do X"?' 
And earlier I said 'It is a tautology to say that we cannot sin- 
cerely assent to a command addressed to ourselves, and at  the 
same time not perform it, if now is the occasion for performing 
it, and it is in our (physical and psychological) power to do 
so'.Z The  purpose of putting in the words 'physical and 
psychological power' was precisely to meet the possible objec- 
tion which we are considering. Nobody in his senses would 
maintain that a person who assents to an imperative must 
(analytically) act on it even when he is unable to do so. But 
this is what I should have to have been maintaining, if these 
quotations from Ovid and St. Paul were to serve as counter- 
examples to my view. I t  is not in Medea's or St. Paul's psycho- 
logical power to act on the imperatives that are entailed by 
the moral judgements which they are making. 
' Tr. from the New English Bible. The new translators, by writing 'The 

good which I want todo, I fail to do' (the Greek has merely 'I do not do'), 
show that they agree with my interpretation of the passage. 

a LM 11.2 (p. 168) and 2.2 (p. 20). For the use of 'command' see 
LM 1.2. 
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5.8. We see, therefore, that the typical case of moral weak- 
ness, as opposed to that of hypocrisy, is a case of 'ought but 
can't'. We have therefore to put it in its place within the gen- 
eral account of 'ought but can't' given above (4.1). What is it 
that distinguishes 'psychological' impossibility from 'physi- 
cal', and this kind of 'psychological' impossibility from others ? 
And what happens to 'ought' in all these cases? We saw that 
'physical' impossibility (and also such allied cases as impos- 
sibility due to lack of knowledge or skill) causes an imperative 
to be withdrawn altogether, as inconsistent with the admission 
of impossibility; but that in a similar case an 'ought' does not 
have to be withdrawn but only down-graded. I t  no longer 
carries prescriptive force in the particular case, though it may 
continue to do so with regard to actions in similar circum- 
stances (similar, except that the action is possible). I referred 
to this phenomenon as 'a lifting of a corner of the net'. We 
are now, perhaps, in a better position to understand it. We 
also saw that, although the prescription for the particular case 
has to be withdrawn, this does not prevent agony of mind, or 
even, in some cases, social reprobation. Jocasta was the victim 
of destiny, and knew it; but she hanged herself, and people no 
doubt called her incestuous, which is a term of disapproval. 

In cases of moral weakness, where the impossibility is 
psychological, remorse and disapproval are even more in place; 
for, though unable to overcome this temptation, they keep 
alive the will-power which may overcome lesser ones. I t  is 
therefore not a consequence of our account of the matter, 
which stresses the impossibility of resisting the temptation, 
that the morally weak man is exempt from adverse moral 
judgements. In  terms of the preceding chapter, the question 
'What shall I do?' arises for him (as it does not in cases of 
physical impossibility); and even if we can be sure that he 
will answer it in a certain way, it may nevertheless be of value 
to say that he ought not to act so, in order to reassert the gen- 
eral prescriptive principle. St. Paul gives plenty of evidence 
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of remorse, and Medea was no doubt subject to parental dis- 
approval. St. Paul! we may be sure, did not want himself to 
sin likewise on future occasions; and Aeetes did not want his 
other daughters to go falling for foreign adventurers. T o  this 
extent their remarks were prescriptive. But it was clearly of 
no immediate use for either St. Paul or Medea or Aeetes to 
prescribe for the particular cases. Sometimes, by uttering a 
prescription, another person may help a morallyweak agent to 
overcome his moral weakness-the actual utterance, by rein- 
forcing the will of the agent, alters the situation, so that what 
was impossible becomes possible. But the cases we have been 
considering may be supposed to lie beyond the reach of such 
help on the part of fellow humans-though the divine help 
which St. Paul invokes is partly of this kind. 

The form of prescription is preserved, however (and this 
shows how reluctant we are to suppress it) in the curious 
metaphor of divided personality which, ever since this subject 
was first discussed, has seemed so natural. One part of the 
personality is made to issue commands to the other, and to be 
angry or grieved when they are disobeyed; but the other part 
is said either to be unable to obey, or to be so depraved as not 
to want to, and to be stronger than the part which commands. 
Medea actually uses the imperative; and St. Paul speaks of a 
'law' which he 'agrees with' or 'consents unto' (Reu. Version). 
And so two interpretations of this phenomenon become pos- 
sible, both of them metaphorical, and both consistent with 
prescriptivism. The  first is that the person who accepts s o m T  
moral judgement but does not act on it is actually giving 
commands to himself; but unable to obey them because of a 
recalcitrant lower nature or 'flesh': the other is that he is. in 
his whole personality or real self, ceasing to prescribe to him- 
self (though there may be a part of him that goes on prescrib- 

' 1 
ing, and though he may be quite ready to prescribe to others). 
These two metaphors are so natural and so deeply imprinted 
in our common speech that the philoso:her who wishes to 

824184 0 
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abandon them in pursuit of literalness will have to invent his 
own language. Cases differ, and possibly one metaphor is 
sometimes more appropriate and sometimes another. 

5.9. We may conclude, at any rate, that typical cases of 
moral weakness do not constitute a counter-example to pre- 
scriptivism, as I have been maintaining it. But, since it may 
be objected that there are other cases which do provide 
counter-examples, it will be helpful to approach the problem 
from the other end, and ask what sort of case would provide 
a counter-example to prescriptivism, and whether it exists. 

As we have seen, it will not do to quote cases in which 
people h r i n g  themselves to do what they think they 
ought to do. The fact that in such cases it is often true that 
a man is physically in a position, and strong, knowledgeable, 
and skilful enough, &c., to do what he thinks he ought, is 
irrelevant. For, whether or not the psychological inability 
down-grades the 'ought', as I have suggested, it certainly 
makes it impossible to act on any prescription that may sur- 
vive, and so explains how prescriptivity, if it survives, is still 
com atible with disobedience. We may remark that 
that --T-T?r 'phys~ca possi 1 ~ t y  may be unimpaired is the cause gf a 
common initial reluctance to accept the account of the matter 
which I have given. I t  cannot be said, it is objected, that the 
morally weak person cannot do what he thinks he ought, 
because he is obviously as able as the rest of us. But 'able' 
here refers only to 'physical' ability. In a deeper sense the 
man c w h e  act. This is clearest in cases of compulsive 
neuroses in which 'psychological' impossibility comes close 
to 'physical'; but it holds also in more normal cases of weak- 
ness of will, as the very word 'weakness' indicates. 

Nor will it do to quote cases in which a man goes on saying 
that he ought, but fails to act, even though he can act, in every 

of what I called purposive 
are allowed for. If a man 
though perfectly able to 
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resist the temptation to do it, then there is something wrong 
e does. In  the sim- 
ing what he really 
; he thinks that he 

thinks he ought, but he has escaped his own notice using 
'ought' in an off-colour way. The residual feelings of guilt 
have supplied the place of real prescriptiveness. There are 
endless possible variations upon this theme; but until one is 
produced which really does run counter to prescriptivism, the 
prescriptivist need not be concerned. 

Equally irrelevant is the case of the man who thought that 
he ought to do something, but, now that the time has come 
to do it, has let pass from his mind either the thought that he 
ought, or the thought that now is the time. And so is that of 
the man who thinks that in general one ought, but has not got 
as far as realizing that his present case falls under this prin- 
ciple. These cases can be ruled out by confining our attention 
to cases in which a man does not do what he thinks (now) that 
he ought to be doing.' 

Then there are the cases of people who think that they 
ought, but lack complete moral conviction. They may be 
using the word 'ought' in the most full-blooded possible way; 
but they are not so sure that they ought, as to commit them- 1 
selves to action. These cases, likewise, present no difficulty. 

Then there is the case, mentioned already above and in LM 
I 1.2, in which a man, in saying that he ought, means no more 
than that the action in question is required by the accepted 
morality of his society, or that it is the sort of action, the 
thought of whose omission induces in him certain feelings. 
Since sucha man is not using the word 'ought' prescriptively, 
and since I have allowed for such uses, this case needs no 
further discussion. 

In all this, we find no case that provides a true counter- 
example. And since I myself am unable even to descnbe such - 

I  owe this useful way of putting the matter to Gardiner, op. cit., p. 31. 
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MORAL REASONING 

And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise. 
ST. L U K E ,  VI, 31 

6 A MORAL A R G U M E N T  

6.1. HISTORICALLY, one of the chief incentives to the study of 
ethics has been the hope that its findings might be of help to 
those faced with difficult moral problems. That this is still a 
principal incentive for many people is shown by the fact that 
modern philosophers are often reproached for failing to make 
ethics relevant to morals.' This is because one of the main 
tenets of many recent moral philosophers has been that the 
most popular method by which it was sought to bring ethics 
to bear on moral problems was not feasible-namely the 
method followed by the group of theories loosely known as 
'naturalist'. 

The method of naturalism is so to characterize the meanings 
of the key moral terms that, given certain factual premisses, 
not themselves moral judgements, moral conclusions can be 
deduced from them. If this could be done, it was thought that 
it would be of great assistance to us in making moral decisions; 
we should only have to find out the non-moral facts, and the 
moral conclusion as to what we ought to do would follow. 
Those who say that it cannot be done leave themselves the 
task of giving an alternative account of moral reasoning. 

Naturalism seeks to make the findings of ethics relevant to 

I have tried to fill in sime of the historical background of these re- 
proaches, and to assess the justification for them, in my article in The 
Philosophy of C. D. Broad, ed. P .  Schilpp. 
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moral decisions by making the former not morally neutral. I t  
is a very natural assumption that if a statement of ethics is 
relevant to morals, then it cannot be neutral as between dif- 
ferent moral judgements; and naturalism is a tempting view 
for those who make this assumption. Naturalistic definitions 
are not morally neutral, because with their aid we could show 
that statements of non-moral facts entailed moral conclusions. 
And some have thought that unless such an entailment can be 
shown to hold, the moral philosopher has not made moral 
reasoning possible. 

One way of escaping this conclusion is to say that the rela- 
tion between the non-moral premisses and the non-moral 
conclusion is not one of entailment, but that some other logi- 
cal relation, peculiar to morals, justifies the inference. This 
is the view put forward, for example, by Mr. Toulmin.1 Since 
I have argued elsewhere against this approach, I shall not 
discuss it here, Its advocates have, however, hit upon an 
important insight: that moral reasoning does not necessarily 
proceed by way of deduction of moral conclusions from non- 
moral premisses. Their further suggestion, that therefore it 
makes this transition by means of some other, peculiar, non- 
deductive kind of inference, is not the only possibility. I t  may 
be that moral reasoning is not, typically, any kind of 'straight- 
line' or 'linear' reasoning from premisses to conclusion. 

6.2. A parallel from the philosophy of science will perhaps 
make this point clear. I t  is natural to suppose that what the 
scientist does is to reason from premisses, which are the data 
of observation, to conclusions, which are his 'scientific laws', 
by means of a special sort of inference called 'inductive'. 

view, Professor Popper has forcibly argued that 
ere are no inferences other than deductbe; the J 

of s c i e a s i o  propound hypotheses, and 
then look for ways of testing them-i.e. experiments which, 

S. E. Toulmin, The Place of Reason in Ethics, esp. pp. 38-60. See my 
review in Philosopltical Quarterly, i (1950/1), 372, and LM 3.4. 
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if they are false, will show them to be so. A hypothesis which, 
try as we may, we fail to falsify, we accept provisionallv, 
though ready to abandon it if, after all, further experiment 
refutes it; and of those that are so accepted we rate highest 
the ones which say most, and which would, therefore, be most 
likely to have been falsified if they were false. The only in- 
ferences which occur in this process are deductive ones. from 

, - -  - - - -  

h. the truth of certain observations to the falsity of a hypothesis. 
ic&fb f i  There is no reasoning which proceeds from the data of 

observation to the truth of a hypothesis. Scientific inquiry is 
rather a kind ot exploration, or looking for hvpotheses which -. 
will stand up to the test of experiment.' 

We must ask whether morai reasoning exhibits any similar 
features. I want to suggest that it too is a kind of exploration, 
and not a kind of linear inference, and that the only inferences 
which take place in it are deductive. What we are doing in 
moral reasoning is to look for moral judgements and moral 
principles which, when we have considered their logical con- 
sequences and the facts of the case, we can still accept. As we 
shall see, this approach to the problem enables us to reject the 
assumption, which seemed so natural, that ethics cannot 5e 
relevant to moral decisions without ceasing to be neutral. This 
is because we are not going to demand any inferences in our 
reasoning other than deductive ones, and because none of 

! these deductive inferences rely for their validity upon natural- 
istic definitions of moral terms. 

I , Two further parallels may help to make clear the sense in 
which ethics is morally neutral. I n  the kind of scientific rea- 
soning just described, mathematics plays a major part, for 
many of the deductive inferences that occur are mathematicd 
in character. So we are bound to admit that mathematics is 
relevant to scientific inquiry. Nevertheless, it is also neutral, 

K. R. Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (esp. pp. 32 f.). See 
also his article in C. A. Mace (ed.), British Philosophy in the Mid-Century, 
P. 155. 
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in the sense that no discoveries about matters of physical fact 
can be made with the aid of mathematics alone, and that no 
mathematical inference can have a conclusion which says 
more, in the way of prediction of observations, than its pre- 
misses implicitly do. 

An even simpler parallel is provided by the rules of games. 
The rules of a game are neutral as between the players, in the 
sense that they do not, by themselves, determine which 
player is going to win. In order to decide who wins, the 
players have to play the game in accordance with the rules, 
which involves their making, themselves, a great many indivi- 
dual decisions. On the other hand, the 'neutrality' of the rules 
of a game does not turn it into a game of chance, in which 
the bad player is as likely to win as the good. 

Ethical theory, which determines the meanings and func- 
tions of the moral words, and thus the 'rules' of the moral 
'game', provides only a clarification of the conceptual frame- 
work within which moral reasoning takes place; it is therefore, 
in the required sense, neutral as between different moral 
opinions. But it is highly relevant to moral reasoning because, 
as with the rules of a game, there could be no such thing as 
moral reasoning without this framework, and the framework 
dictates the form of the reasoning. I t  follows that naturalism 
is not the only way of providing for the possibility of moral 
reasoning; and this may, perhaps, induce those who have 
espoused naturalism as a way of making moral thought a 
rational activity to consider other possibilities. 

The rules of moral reasoning are, basically, two, correspond- 
ing to the two features of moral judgements which I argued 
for in the first half of this book,~rescriptivity and universal- 
izability. When we are trying, in a concrete c a s e w e  
what we ought to do, what we are looking for (as I have 
already said) is an action to which we can commit ourselves 
(prescriptivity) but which we are at the same time prepared 
to accept as exemplifying a principle of action to be prescribed 
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for others in like circumstances (universalizability). If, when 
we consider some proposed action, we find that, when univer- 
salized, it yields prescriptions which we cannot accept, we 
reject this action as a solution to our moral problem+ wz 
cannot universalize the prescription, it cannot become an 

I t  is to be noticed that, troublesome as was the problem of 
moral weakness when we were dealing theoretically with the 
logical character of the moral concepts, it cannot trouble us 
here. For if a person is going to reason seriously at all about 
a moral question, he has to presuppose that the moral con- 
cepts are going, in his reasoning, to be used prescriptively. 
One cannot start a moral argument about a certain proposal 
on the basis that, whatever the conclusion of it, it makes no 
difference to what anybody is to do. When one has arrived at 
a conclusion, one may then be too weak to put it into practice. 
But in arguing one has to discount this possibility; for, as we 
shall we, to abandon the prescriptivity of one's moral judge- 
ments is to unscrew an essential part of the logical mechanism 
on which such arguments rely. This is why, if a person were 
to say 'Let's have an argument about this grave moral ques- 
tion which faces us, but let's not think of any conclusion we 
may come to as requiring anybody to do one thing rather than 
another', we should be likely to accuse him of flippancy, or 
worse. 

6.3. 1 will now try to exhibit the bare bones of the theory of 
moral reasoning that I wish to advocate by considering a very 
simple (indeed over-simplified) example. As we shall see, 
even this very simple case generates the most baffling com- 
plexities; and so we may be pardoned for not attempting any- 
thing more difficult to start with. 

The example is adapted from a well-known parable.' A 
owes money to B, and B owes money to C, and it is the law 
that creditors may exact their debts by putting their debtors 

' Matthew xviii. 23. 

11 .  6.3 A  MORAL A R G U M E N T  91 

into prison. R asks himself, 'Can I say that I ought to take 
this measure against A in order to make him pay?' IIe is no 
doubt incli~zed to do this, or wants to do it. Therefore, if there 
were no question of universalizing his prescriptions, he would 
assent readily to the singular prescription 'Let me put A into 
prison' (4.3). But when he seeks to turn this prescription into 
a moral judgement, and say, 'I ought to put A into prison 
because he will not pay me what he owes', he reflects that this 
would involve accepting the principle 'Anyone who is in my 
position ought to put his debtor into prison if he does not 
pay'. But then he reflects that C is in the same position of 
unpaid creditor with regard to himself (B), and that the cases 
are otherwise identical; and that if anyone in this position 
ought to put his debtors into prison, then so ought C to put 
him (B) into prison. And to accept the moral prescription 'C 
ought to put me into prison' would commit him (since, as we 
have seen, he must be using the word 'ought' prescriptively) 
to accepting the singular prescription 'Let C put me into 
prison'; and this he is not ready to accept. But if he is not, 
then neither can he accept the original judgement that he (B) 
ought to put A into prison for debt. Notice that the whole of 
this argument would break down if 'ought' were not being 
used both universalizably andprescriptively; for if it were not 
being used prescriptively, the step from 'C  ought to put me 
into prison' to 'Let C put me into prison' would not be valid. 

The structure and ingredients of this argument must now 
be examined. We must first notice an analogy between it and 
the Popperian theory of scientific method. What has happened 
is that a provisional or suggested moral principle has been 
rejected because one of its particular conseauences proved 

/ 
unacceptable. But an important difference between the two 
kinds of reasoning must also be noted; it is what we should 
expect, given that the data of scientific observation are re- 
corded in d&&&tatements, whereas we are here dealing 
with e c r i w .  What knocks out a suggested hypothesis, 
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on Popper's theory, is a singular statement of fact: the hypo- 
thesis has the consequence that p ;  but not-p. Here the logic 
is just the same, except that in place of the observation-state- 
ments 'p' and 'not-p' we have the singular prescriptions 'Let 
Cpu t  B into prison for debt' and its contradictory. Neverthe- 
less, given that B is disposed to reject the first of these pre- 
scriptions, the argument against him is just as cogent as in the 
scientific case. 

We may carry the parallel further. Just as science, seriously 
pursued, is the search for hypotheses and the testing of them 
by the attempt to falsify their particular consequences, so 
morals, as a serious endeavour, consists in the search for prin- 
ciples and the testing of them against particular cases. Any 
rational activity has its discipline, and this is the discipline of 
moral thought: to test the moral principles that suggest them- 
selves to us by following out their consequences and seeing 
whether we can accept them. 

No argument, however, starts from nothing. We must 
therefore ask what we have to have before moral arguments of 
the sort of which I have given a simple example can proceed. 
The  first requisite is that the facts of the case should be given; 
for all moral discussion is about some particular set of facts, 
whether actual or supposed. Secondly we have the logical 

I 
framework provided by the meaning of the word 'ought' (i.e. 
prescriptivity and universalizability, both of which we saw to 
be necessary). Because moral judgements have to b 

B cannot say that he ought to put A into 
debt without committing himself to the view that C, who is / ex hypothesi in the same position vis-&is himself, ought to 

If put him into prison; and because moral judgements are E e -  
I scriptive, this would be, in effect, p r e s c r i b i w  

7 
o ~ u t  hirn 

I into pnson; and this he is unwilling - to do, since he has a 
strong inclination not to go to prison. This inclination gives 
us the third necessary ingredient in the argument: if 3 were 
a completely apathetic person, who literally did not mind 
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what happened to himself or to anybody else, the argument 
would not touch him. The three necessary ingredients which 
we have noticed, then, are (I) facts; (2) logic; (3) inclinations. 
These ingredientsenable us, not indeed to arrive at an evalua- 
tive conclusion, but to reject an evaluative proposition. We 
shall see later that these are not, in all cases, the only neces- 
sary ingredients. 

6.4. In  the example which we have been using, the position 
was deliberately made simpler by supposing that B actually 
stood to some other person in exactly the same relation as A 
does to him. Such cases are unlikely to arise in practice. But 
it is not necessary for the force of the argument that B should 
in fnct stand in this relation to anyone; it is sufficient that he 
should consider hypothetically such a case, and see what 
would be the consequences in it of those moral principles 
between whose acceptance and rejection he has to decide. 
Here we have an important point of difference from the paral- 
lel scientific argument, in that the crucial case which leads to 
rejection of the principle can itself be a supposed, not an 
observed, one. That hypothetical cases will do as well as actual 
ones is important, since it enables us to guard against a pos- 
sible misinterpretation of the argument which I have outlined. 
I t  might be thought that what moves B is the fear that C will 
actually do to him as he does to A-as happens in the gospel 
parable. But this fear is not only irrelevant to the moral 
argument; it does not even provide a particularly strong non- 
moral motive unless the circumstances are somewhat excep- 
tional. C may, after all, not find out what B has done to A ;  
or C's moral principles may be different from B's, and inde- 
pendent of them, so that what moral principle B accepts 
makes no difference to the moral principles on which C acts. 

Even, therefore, if C did not exist, it would be no answer 
to the argument for 13 to say 'But in my case there is no fear 
that anybody will ever be in a position to do to me what I am 
proposing to do to A'. For the argument does not rest on any 
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such fear. All that is essential to it is that B should disregard 
the fact that he plays the particular role in the situation which 
he does, without disregarding the inclinations which people 
have in situations of this sort. In other words, he must be 
prepared to give weight to A's inclinations and inte-if 
t-n. ?'tiis 1s what turns selfish prudential rea- 
s o G n t o  moral reasoning. I t  is much easier, psychologically, 
for B to do this if he is actually placed in a situation like A's 
vis-h-vis somebody else; but this is not necessary, provided 
that he has sufficient imagination to envisage what it is like to 
be A. For our first example, a case was deliberately chosen in 
which little imagination was necessary; but in most normal 
cases a certain power of imagination and readiness to use it is 
a fourth necessary ingredient in moral arguments, alongside 
those already mentioned, viz. logic (in the shape of univer- 
salizability and prescriptivity), the facts, and the inclinations 
or interests of the people concerned. 

I t  must be pointed out that the absence of even one of 
these ingredients may render the rest ineffective. For example, 
impartiality by itself is not enough. If, in becoming impartiel, 
B became also completely dispassionate and apathetic, and 
moved as little by other people's interests as by his own, then, 
as we have seen, there would be nothing to make him accept 
or reject one moral principle rather than another. That is why 
those who, like Adam Smith and Professor Kneale, advocate 
what have been called 'Ideal Observer Theories' of ethics, 
sometimes postulate as their imaginary ideal observer not 
merely an impartial spectator, but an impartially sympathetic 
spectator.' T o  take another example, if the person who faces 

' It will be plain that there are affinities, though there are also differ- 
ences, between this type of theory and my own. For such theories see 
W. C. Kneale, Philosophy, xxv (1950)~ 162; R. Firth and R. B. Brandt, Philo- 
sophy and Phenomenological Research, xii (1951/2), 317, and xv (1954/5), 
407, 414, 422; and J. Harrison, Aristotelian Society, supp. vol. xxviii 
(1954)~ 132. Firth, unlike Kneale, says that the observer must be 'dis- 
passionate', but see Brandt, op. cit., p. 41 I n. For a shorter discussion see 
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the moral decision has no imagination, then even the fact that 
someone can do the very same thing to him may pass him by. 
If, again, he lacks the readiness to universalize, then the vivid 
imagination of the sufferings which he is inflicting on others 
may only spur him on to intensify them, to increase his own 
vindictive enjoyment. And if he is ignorant of the material 
facts (for example about what is likely to happen to a person 
if one takes out a writ against him), then there is nothing to 
tie the moral argument to particular choices. 

6.5. The best way of testing the argument which we have 
outlined will be to consider various ways in which somebody 
in B's position might seek to escape from it. There are indeed 
a number of such ways; and all of them may be successful, at 
a price. I t  is important to understand what the price is in each 
case. We may classify these manaeuvres which are open to B 
into two kinds. There are first of all the moves which depend 
on his using the moral words in a different way from that on 
which the argument relied. We saw that for the success of the 
argument it was necessary that 'ought' should be used univer- 
salizably and prescriptively. If B uses it in a way that is either 
not prescriptive or not universalizable, then he can escape the 
force of the argument, at the cost of resigning from the kind 
of discussion that we thought we were having with him. W e  
shall discuss these two possibilities separately. Secondly, there 
are moves which can still be made by B, even though he is 
using the moral words in the same way as we are. We shall 
examine three different sub-classes of these. 

Before dealing with what I shall call the verbal maneuvres 
in detail, it may be helpful to make a general remark. Suppose 
that we are having a simple mathematical argument with 
somebody, and he admits, for example, that there are five 

Brandt, Ethical Theory, p. 173. Since for many Christians God occupies 
the role of 'ideal observer', the moral judgements which they make may be 
expected to coincide with those arrived at by the method of reasoning 
which I am advocating. 
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eggs in this basket, and six in the other, but maintains that 
there are a dozen eggs in the two baskets taken together; and 
suppose that this is because he is using the expression 'a 
dozen' to mean 'eleven'. I t  is obvious that we cannot compel 
him logically to admit that there are not a dozen eggs, in his 
sense of 'dozen'. But it is equally obvious that this should not 
disturb us. For such a man only appears to be dissenting from 
us. His dissent is only apparent, because the proposition 
which his words express is actually consistent with the con- 
clusion which we wish to draw; he says 'There are a dozen 
eggs'; but he means what we should express by saying 'There 
are eleven eggs'; and this we are not disputing. I t  is important 
to remember that in the moral case also the dissent may be 
only apparent, if the words are being used in different ways, 
and that it is no defect in a method of argument if it does not 
make it possible to prove a conclusion to a person when he 
is using words in such a way that the conclusion does not 
follow. 

It must be pointed out, further (since this is a common 
source of confusion), that in this argument nothing whatever 
hangs upon our actual use of words in common speech, any 
more than it does in the arithmetical case. That we use the 
sound 'dozen' to express the meaning that we customarily 
do use it to express is of no consequence for the argument 
about the eggs; and the same may be said of the sound 
'ought'. There is, however, something which I, at any rate, 
customarily express by the sound 'ought', whose character is 
correctly described by saying that it is a universal or univer- 
salizable prescription. I hope that what I customarily express 
by the sound 'ought' is the same as what most people cus- 
tomarily express by it; but if I am mistaken in this assump- 
tion, I shall still have given a correct account, so far as I am 
able, of that which I express by this sound.' Nevertheless, 
this account will interest other people mainly in so far as my 

' Cf. Moore, Principia Ethica, p. 6. 
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hope that they understand the same thing as I do by 'ought' 
is fulfilled; and since I am moderately sure that this is indeed 
the case with many people, I hope that I may be of use to 
them in elucidating the logical properties of the concept which 
they thus express. 

At this point, however, it is of the utmost importance to 
stress that the fact that two people express the same thing by 
'ought' does not entail that they share the same moral opin- 
ions. For the formal, logical properties of the word 'ought' 
(those which are determined by its meaning) are only one of 
the four factors (listed earlier) whose combination governs 
a man's moral opinion on a given matter. Thus ethics, the 
study of the logical properties of the moral words, remains 
morally neutral (its conclusions neither are substantial moral 
judgements, nor entail them, even in conjunction with factual 
premises); its bearing upon moral questions lies in this, that 
it makes logically impossible certain combinations of moral 
and other prescriptions. Two people who are using the word 
'ought' in the same way may yet disagree about what ought 
to be done in a certain situation, either because they differ 
about the facts, or because one or other of them lacks imagina- 
tion, or because their different inclinations make one reject 
some singular prescription which the other can accept. For all 
that, ethics (i.e. the logic of moral language) is an immensely 
powerful engine for producing moral agreement; for if two 
people are willing to use the moral word 'ought', and to use it 
in the same way (viz. the way that I have been describing), 
the other possible sources of moral disagreement are all 
eliminable. People's inclinations about most of the important 
matters in life tend to be the same (very few people, for 
example, like being starved or run over by motor-cars); and, 
even when they are not, there is a way of generalizing the 
argument, to be described in the next chapter, which enables 
us to make allowance for differences in inclinations. The  facts 
are often, given sufficient patience, ascertainable. Imagination 
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can be cultivated. If these three factors are looked after, as 
they can be, agreement on the use of 'ought' is the only other 
necessary condition for producing moral agreement, at any 
rate in typical cases. And, if I am not mistaken, this agreement 
in use is already there in the discourse of anybody with whom 
we are at all likely to find ourselves arguing; all that is needed 
is to think clearly, and so make it evident. 

After this methodological digression, let us consider what 
is to be done with the man who professes to be using 'ought' 
in some different way from that which I have described- 
because he is not using it prescriptively, or not universalizably. 
For the reasons that I have given, if he takes either of these 
courses, he is no longer in substantial moral disagreement 
with us. Our apparent moral disagreement is really only 
verbal; for although, as we shall see shortly, there may be a 
residuum of substantial disagreement, this cannot be moral. 
I t  cannot even be an evaluative disagreement, in the sense of 
'evaluative' above defined (2.8). 

Let us take first the man who is using the word 'ought' 
prescriptively, but not universalizably. He can say that he 
ought to put his debtor into prison, although he is not pre- 
pared to agree that his creditor ought to put him into prison. 
We, on the other hand, since we are not prepared to admit 
that our creditors in these circumstances ought to put us into 
prison, cannot say that we ought to put our debtors into 
prison. So there is an appearance of substantial moral dis- 
agreement, which is intensified by the fact that, since we are 
both using the word 'ought' prescriptively, our respective 
views will lead to different particular actions. Different i n -  
gular prescriptions about what to doare(sinceboth our judge- 
ments are prescriptive) derivable from what we are respectively 
saying. But this is not enough to constitute a moral disagree- 
ment. For there to be a moral disagreement, or even an 
evaluative one of any kind, we must differ, not only about what 
is to be done in some particular c a s e x b o u t  some universal - / 
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principle concerning what ought to be done in cases of a 
c e f i s o r t ;  and since B is (on the hypothesis considered) 
advocating no such universal principle, he is saying nothing 
with which we can be in moral or evaluative disagreement. 
Considered purely as prescriptions, indeed, our two views 
are in substantial disagreement; but the moral, evaluative (i.e. 
theuniversal prescriptive) disagreement is only verbal, because, 
when the expression of B's view is understood as he means it, 
the view turns out not to be a view ahnllt morality of the 
action at all. So B, by this manoeuvre, can go on prescribing 
to himself to put A into prison, but has to abandon the claim 
that he is justifying the action morally, as we understand the 
word 'morally'. One may, of course, use any word as one 
pleases, at a price. But he can no longer claim to be giving 
that sort of justification of his action for which, as I think, 
the common expression is 'moral justification' (10.7). 

I need not deal at length with the second way in which B 
might be differing from us in his use of 'ought', viz. by not 
using it prescriptively. If he were not using it prescriptively, 
it will be remembered, he could assent to the singular pre- 
scription 'Let not C put me into prison for debt', and yet 
assent also to the non-prescriptive moral judgement 'C ought 
to put me into prison for debt'. And so his disinclination to be 
put into prison for debt by C would furnish no obstacle to his 
saying that he (B) ought to put A into prison for debt. And 
thus he could carry out his own inclination to put A into 
prison with apparent moral justification. The justification 
would be, however, only apparent. For if B is using the word 
'ought' non-prescriptively, then 'I ought to put A into prison 
for debt' does not entail the singular prescription 'Let me put 
A into prison for debt'; the 'moral' judgement becomes quite 
irrelevant to the choice of what to do. There would also be 
the same lack of substantial moral disagreement as we noticed 
in the preceding case. B would not be disagreeing with us 
other than verbally, so far as the moral question is concerned 
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(though there might be points offactual disagreement between 
us, arising from the descriptive meaning of our judgements). 
The 'moral' disagreement could be only verbal, because 
whereas we should be dissenting from the universalizable 
prescription 'B ought to put A into prison for debt', this 
would not be what B was expressing, though the words he 
would be using would be the same. For B would not, by 
these words, be expressing a prescription at all. 

6.6. So much for the ways (of which my list may well be 
incomplete) in which B can escape from our argument by 
using the word 'ought' in a different way from us. The 
remaining ways of escape are open to him even if he is using 
'ought' in the same way as we are, viz. to express a univer- 
salizable prescription. 

We must first consider that class of escape-routes whose 
distinguishing feature is that B, while using the moral words 
in the same way as we are, refuses to make positive moral 
judgements at all in certain cases. There are two main varia- 
tions of this manaeuvre. B may either say that it is indifferent, 
morally, whether he imprisons A or not; or he may refuse to 
make any moral judgement at all, even one of indifference, 
about the case. I t  will be obvious that if he adopts either of 
these moves, he can evade the argument as so far set out. For 
that argument only forced him to reject the moral judgement 
'I  ought to imprison A for debt'. I t  did not force him to assent 
to any moral judgement; in particular, he remained free to 
assent, either to the judgement that he ought not to imprison 
A for debt (which is the one that we want him to accept) or to 
the judgement that it is neither the case that he ought, nor the 
case that he ought not (that it is, in short, indifferent); and he 
remained free, also, to say 'I am just not making any moral 
judgements at all about this case'. 

We have not yet, however, exhausted the arguments gener- 
ated by the demand for universalizability, provided that the 
moral words are being used in a way which allows this 
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demand. For it is evident that these manaeuvres could, in 
principle, be practised in any case whatever in which the 
morality of an act is in question. And this enables us t o  place 
B in a dilemma. Either he practises this manceuvre in every 
situation in which he is faced with a moral decision; or  else he 
practises it only sometimes. The first alternative, however, has 
to be sub-divided; for 'every situation' might mean 'every 
situation in which he himself has to face a moral decision 
regarding one of his own actions', or it might mean 'every 
situation in which a moral question arises for him, whether 
about his own actions or about somebody else's'. So there are 
three courses that he canadopt: ( I )  He either refrains altogether 
from making moral judgements, or makes none except judge- 
ments of indifference (that is to say, he either observes a com- 
plete moral silence, or says 'Nothing matters morally' ; either 
of these two positions might be called a sort of amoralism); 
(2) He makes moral judgements in the normal way about 
other people's actions, but adopts one or other of the kinds of 
amoralism, just mentioned, with regard to his own; (3) He 
expresses moral indifference, or will make no moral judge- 
ment at all, with regard to some of his own actions and those 
of other people, but makes moral judgements in the normal 
way about others. 
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In the other two cases, however, we have an argument left. 
If a man is prepared to make positive moral judgements about 
other people's actions, but not about his own, or if he is 
prepared to make them about some of his own decisions, but 
not about others, then we can ask him on what principle he 
makes the distinction between these various cases. This is a 
particular application of the demand for universalizability. 
He will still have left to him the ways of escape from this 
demand which are available in all its applications, and which 
we shall consider later. But there is no way of escape which is 
available in this application, but not in others. He must either 
produce (or at least admit the existence of) some principle 
which makes him hold different moral opinions about appa- 
rently similar cases, or else admit that the judgements he is 
making are not moral ones. But in the latter case, he is in the 
same position, in the present dispute, as the man who will 
not make any moral judgements at all; he has resigned from 
the contest. 

I n  the particular example which we have been considering, 
we supposed that the cases of B and of C, his own creditor, 
were identical. The  demand for universalization therefore 
compels B to make the same moral judgement, whatever it is, 
about both cases. He has therefore, unless he is going to give 
up the claim to be arguing morally, either to say that neither 
he nor C ought to exercise their legal rights to imprison their 
debtors; or that both ought (a possibility to which we shall 
recur in the next section); or that it is indifferent whether 
they do. But the last alternative leaves it open to B and C to 
do what they like in the matter; and we may suppose that, 
though B himself would like to have this freedom, he will be 
unwilling to allow it to C. I t  is as unlikely that he will permit 
C to put him (B) into prison as that he will prescribe it (10.5). 
We may say, therefore, that while move (I), described above, 
constitutes an abandonment of the dispute, moves (2) and (3) 
really add nothing new to it. 
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6.7. We must next consider a way of escape which may 
seem much more respectable than those which I have so far 
mentioned. Let us suppose that B is a firm believer in the 
rights of property and the sanctity of contracts. In  this case he 
may say roundly that debtors ought to be imprisoned by their 
creditors whoever they are, and that, specifically, C ought to 
imprison him (B), and he (B) ought to imprison A. And he 
may, unlike the superficially similar person described earlier, 
be meaning by 'ought' just what we usually mean by i t 4 . e .  
he may be using the word prescriptively, realizing that in 
saying that C ought to put him into prison, he is prescribing 
that C put him in prison. B, in this case, is perfectly ready to 
go to prison for his principles, in order that the sanctity of 
contracts may be enforced. In  real life, B would be much 
more likely to take this line if the situation in which he him- 
self played the role of debtor were not actual but only hypo- 
thetical; but this, as we saw earlier, ought not to make any 
difference to the argument. 

We are not yet, however, in a position to deal with this 
escape-route. All we can do is to say why we cannot now deal 
with it, and leave this loose end to be picked up later. B, if he 
is sincere in holding the principle about the sanctity of con- 
tracts (or any other universal moral principle which has the 
same effect in this particular case), may have two sorts of 
grounds for it. He may hold it on utilitarian grounds, thinking 
that, unless contracts are rigorously enforced, the results will 
be so disastrous as to outweigh any benefits that A,  or B him- 
self, may get from being let off. This  could, in certain circum- 
stances, be a good argument. But we cannot tell whether it is, 
until we have generalized the type of moral argument which 
has been set out in this chapter, to cover cases in which the 
interests of more than two parties are involved. As we saw, it 
is only the interests of A and B that come into the argument 
as so far considered (the interests of the third party, C, do not 
need separate consideration, since C was introduced only in 
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order to show B, if necessary fictionally, a situation in which 
the roles were reversed; therefore C's interests, being a mere 
replica of B's, will vanish, as a separate factor, once the A/B 
situation, and the moral judgements made on it, are univer- 
salized). But if utilitarian grounds of the sort suggested are to 
be adduced, they will bring with them a reference to all the 
other people whose interests would be harmed by laxity in 
the enforcement of contracts. This escape-route, therefore, if 
this is its basis, introduces considerations which cannot be 
assessed until we have generalized our form of argument to 
cover 'multilateral' moral situations (7.2 ff.). At present, it can 
only be said that if B can show that leniency in the enforce- 
ment of contracts would really have the results he claims for 
the community at large, he might be justified in taking the 
severer course. This will be apparent after we have considered 
in some detail an example (that of the judge and the criminal) 
which brings out these considerations even more clearly. 

On the other hand, B might have a quite different, non- 
utilitarian kind of reason for adhering to his principle. He 
might be moved, not by any weight which he might attach 
to the interests of other people, but by the thought that to 
enforce contracts of this sort is necessary in order to conform 
to some moral or other ideal that he has espoused. Such ideals 
might be of various sorts. He might be moved, for example, 
by an ideal of abstract justice, of thefiat justitia, mat caelum 
variety. We have to distinguish such an ideal of justice, which 
pays no regard to people's interests, from that which is con- 
cerned merely to do justice between people's interests. I t  is 
very important, if considerations of justice are introduced into 
a moral argument, to know of which sort they are. Justice of 
the second kind can perhaps be accommodated within a moral 
view which it is not misleading to call utilitarian (7.4). But 
this is not true of an ideal of the first kind. I t  is characteristic 
of this sort of non-utilitarian ideals that, when they are intro- 
duced into moral arguments, they render ineffective the appeal 
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to universalized self-interest which is the foundation of the 
argument that we have been considering. This  is because the 
person who has whole-heartedly espoused such an ideal (we 
shall call him the 'fanatic') does not mind if people's interests 
-even his own-are harmed in the pursuit of it. (8.6, 9.1). 

I t  need not be justice which provides the basis of such an 
escape-route as we are considering. Any moral ideal would 
do, provided that it were pursued regardless of other people's 
interests. For example, B might be a believer in the survival 
of the fittest, and think that, in order to promote this, he (and 
everyone else) ought to pursue their own interests by all 
means in their power and regardless of everyone else's in- 
terests. This ideal might lead him, in this particular case, to 
put A in prison, and he might agree that C ought to do  the 
same to him, if he were not clever enough to avoid this fate. 
He might think that universal obedience to such a principle 
would maximize the production of supermen and so make the 
world a better place. If these were his grounds, it is possible 
that we might argue with him factually, showing that the 
universal observance of the principle would not have the 
results he claimed. But we might be defeated in this factual 
argument if he had an ideal which made him call the world 
'a better place' when the jungle law prevailed; he could then 
agree to our factual statements, but still maintain that the 
condition of the world described by us as resulting from the 
observance of his principle would be better than its present 
condition. In  this case, the argument might take two courses. 
If we could get him to imagine himself in the position of the 
weak, who went to the wall in such a state of the world, we 
might bring him to realize that to hold his principle involved 
prescribing that things should be done to him, in hypothetical 
situations, which he could not sincerely prescribe. If so, then 
the argument would be on the rails again, and could proceed 
on lines which we have already sketched. But he might stick 
to his principle and say 'If I were weak, then I ought t o  go to 
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the wall'. If he did this, he would be putting himself beyond 
the reach of what we shall call 'golden-rule' or 'utilitarian' 
arguments by becoming what we shall call a 'fanatic'. Since 
a great part of the rest of this book will be concerned with 
people who take this sort of line, it is unnecessary to pursue 
their case further at this point. 

6.8. The remaining manmuvre that B might seek to prac- 
tise is probably the commonest. I t  is certainly the one which 
is most frequently brought up in philosophical controversies 
on this topic. This consists in a fresh appeal to the facts-i.e. 
in asserting that there are in fact morallv relevant differences 
between his case and that of others. In the example which we 
have been considering, we have artificially ruled out this way 
of escape by assuming that the case of B and C is exactly 
similar to that of A and B ;  from this it follows a fortiori that 
there are no morally relevant differences. Since the BIC case 
may be a hypothetical one, this condition of exact similarity 
can always be fulfilled, and therefore this manmuvre is based 
on a misconception of the type of argument against which it is 
directed. Neverthelessit may be useful, since thisobjection is so 
commonly raised, to deal with it at this point, although nothing 
further will be added thereby to what has been said already. 

I t  may be claimed that no two actual cases would ever be 
d x a c t l y  similar; there would always be some differences, and 

B might allege that some of these were morally relevant. He 
might allege, for example, that, whereas his family would 
starve if C put him into prison, this would not be the case if 
he put A into prison, because A's family would be looked 
after by A's relatives. If such a difference existed, there might 
be nothing logically disreputable in calling it morally relevant, 
and such arguments are in fact often put forward and accepted. 

The difficulty, however, lies in drawing the line between 
those arguments of this sort which are legitimate, and those 
which are not. Suppose that B alleges that the fact that A has 
a hooked nose or a black skin entitles him, B, to put him in 

I  I. 6.8 A  M O R A L  A R G U M E N T  1 07 

prison, but that C ought not to do the same thing to him, B, 
because his nose is straight and his skin white. I s  this an 
argument of equal logical respectability? Can I say that the 
fact that I have a mole in a particular place on my chin entitles 
me to further my own interests at others' expense, but that 
they are forbidden to do this by the fact that they lack this 
mark of natural pre-eminence? 

The answer to this manmuvre is implicit in what has been 
said already about the relevance, in moral arguments, of 
hypothetical as well as of actual cases. T h e  fact that no two 
actual cases are ever identical has no bearing on the problem. 
For all we have to do is to imagine an identical case in which 
the roles are reversed. Suppose that my mole disappears, and 
that my neighbour grows one in the very same spot on his 
chin. Or, to use our other example, what does B say about a 
hypothetical case in which he has a black skin or a hooked 
nose, and A and Care. both straight-nosed and white-skinned 
(9.4; I 1.7)? Since this is the same argument, in essentials, as 
we used at the very beginning, it need not be repeated here. 
B is in fact faced with a dilemma. Either the property of his 
own case, which he claims to be morally relevant, is a prop- 
erly universal property (i.e. one describable without reference 
to individuals), or it is not. If it is a universal property, then, 
because of the meaning of the word 'universal', it is a prop- 
erty which might be possessed by another case in which he 
played a different role (though in fact it may not be); and we 
can therefore ask him to ignore the fact that it is he himself 
who plays the role which he does in this case. This will force 
him to count as morally relevant only those properties which 
he is prepared to allow to be relevant even when other people 
have them. And this rules out all the attractive kinds of spe- 

On the other hand, if the property in question 
is not a properly universal one, then he has not met the 
demand for universalizability, and cannot claim to be putting 

argument at all. 
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6.9. I t  is necessary, in order to avoid misunderstanding, 
to add two notes to the foregoing discussion. The  misunder- 
standing arises through a too literal interpretation of the 
common forms of expression-which constantly recur in 
arguments of this type-'How would you like it i f .  . . ?' and 
'Do as you would be done by'. Though I shall later, for con- 
venience, refer to the type of arguments here discussed as 
'golden-rule' arguments, we must not be misled by these 
forms of expression. 

First of all, we shall make the nature of the argument 
clearer if, when we are asking B to imagine himself in the 
position of his victim, we phrase our question, never in the 
form 'What would you say, or feel, or think, or how wotrld you 
like it, if you were he?', but always in the form 'What do you 
say (in propria persona) about a hypothetical case in which you 
are in your victim's position?' The importance of this way of 
phrasing the question is that, if the question were put in the 
first way, B might reply 'Well, of course, if anybody did this 
to me I should resent it very much and make all sorts of 
adverse moral judgements about the act; but this has ab- 
solutely no bearing on the validity of the moral opinion which I 
am now involve him in contradiction, we have 
to show an opinion aboutthe hypothetical case 

his opinion about the actual case. 
I 

I 

and from this it follows'iogically that you ought not to do it to 
another'. Such a deduction would be a breach of Hume's 
Law ('No "ought" from an "is" '), to which I have repeatedly 
declared my adherence (LM 2.5). The  point is, rather, that 

* 

because of his aversion to its being done to him in the hypo- 

The second thing which has to be noticed is that the argu- 
ment, as set out, does not involve any sort of deduction of 
a moral judgement, or even of the negation of a moral judge- 
ment, from a factual statement about people's inclinations, 
interests, &c. We are not saying to B 'You are as a matter of 
fact averse to this being: done to you in a hypothetical case; 
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thetical case, he cannot accept the singular prescription that 
in the hypothetical case it should be done to him; and this, 
because of the logic of 'ought', precludes him from accepting 
the moral judgement that he ought to do  likewise to another 
in the actual case. I t  is not a question of a factual statement 
about a person's inclinations being inconsistent with a moral 
judgement; rather, his inclinations being what they are, he 
cannot assent sincerely to a certain singular prescription, and 
if he cannot do this, he cannot assent to a certain universal 
prescription which entails it, when conjoined with factual 
statements about the circumstances whose truth he admits. 
Because of this entailment, if he assented to the factual state- 
mentsand to theuniversal prescription, but refused(as he must, 
his inclinations being what they are) to assent to the singular 
prescription, he would be guilty of a logical incon&stency. 

If it be asked what the relation is between his aversion to 
being put in prison in the hypothetical case, and his inability 
to accept the hypothetical singular prescription that if he 
were in such a situation he should be put into prison, it would 
seem that the relation is not unlike that between a belief that 
the cat is on the mat, and an inability to accept the proposition 
that the cat is not on the mat. Further attention to this parallel 
will perhaps make the position clearer. Suppose that some- 
body advances the hypothesis that cats never sit on mats, and 
that we refute him by pointing to a cat on a mat. The logic of 
our refutation proceeds in two stages. Of these, the second is: 
'Here is a cat sitting on a mat, so it is not the case that cats 
never sit on mats'. This is a piece of logical deduction; and to 
it, in the moral case, corresponds the step from 'Let this not 
be done to me' to 'It is not the case that I ought to do  it to 
another in similar circumstances'. But in both cases there is a 
first stage whose nature is more obscure, and different in the 
two cases, though there is an analogy between them. 

In  the 'cat' case, it is logically possible for a man to look 
straight at the cat on t h ~ m a t ,  and yet believe that there is no 
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cat on the mat. But if a person with normal eyesight and no 
psychological aberrations does this, we say that he does not 
understand the meaning of the words, 'The cat is on the mat'. 
And even if he does not have normal eyesight, or suffers from 
some psychological aberration (such a phobia of cats, say, that 
he just cannot admit to himself that he is face to face with 
one), yet, if we can convince him that everyone else can see 
a cat there, he will have to admit that there is a cat there, or be 
accused of misusing the language. 

If, on the other hand, a man says 'But I want to be put in 
prison, if ever I am in that situation', we can, indeed, get as 
far as accusing him of having eccentric desires; but we cannot, 
when we have proved to him that nobody else has such a 
desire, face him with the choice of either saying, with the rest, 
'Let this not be done to me', or else being open to the accusa- 
tion of not understanding what he is saying. For it is not an 
incorrect use of words to want eccentric t h i n g s . 9 i c  does 
n-nting to be put in a gas chamber if a Jew. 
I t  is perhaps true that I logically cannot want for its own sake 
an experience which I think of as unpleasant; for to say that I 
think of i t  as unpleasant may be logically inconsistent with 
saying that I want it for its own sake. If this is so, it is because 
'unpleasant' is a prescriptive expression. But 'to be put in 
prison' and 'to be put in a gas chamber if a Jew', are not 
prescriptive expressions; and therefore these things can be 
wanted without offence to logic. I t  is, indeed, in the logical 
possibility of wanting anything (neutrally described) that the 
'freedom' which is alluded to in my title essentially consists. 
And it is this, as we shall see, that lets by the person whom I 
shall call the 'fanatic' (9. I ff.). 

There is not, then, a complete analogy between the man 
who says 'There is no cat on the mat' when there is, and the 
man who wants things which others do not. But there is a 
partial analogy, which, having noticed this difference, we may 
be able to isolate. The analogy is between two relations: the 
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relations between, in both cases, the 'mental state' of these 
men and what they say. If I believe that there is a cat on the 
mat I cannot sincerely say that there is not; and, if I want not 
to be put into prison more than I want anything else, I cannot 
sincerely say 'Let me be put into prison'. When, therefore, I 
said above 'His inclinations being what they are, he cannot 
assent sincerely to a certain singular prescription', I was 
making an analytic statement (although the 'cannot' is not a 
logical 'cannot'); for if he were to assent sincerely to the 
prescription, that would entailexviterminorum that his inclina- 
tions had changed-in the very same way that it is analytically 

- true that, if the other man were to say sincerely that there was 
a cat on the mat, when before he had sincerely denied this, he 
must have changed his belief. 

If, however, instead of writing 'His inclinations being what 
they are. he cannot. . .', we leave out the first and write 
simply 'He cannot . . .', the statement is no longer analytic; 
we are making a statement about his psychology which might 
be false. For it is logically possible for inclinations to change; 
hence it is possible for a man to come sincerely to hold an ideal 
which requires that he himself should be sent to a gas chamber 
if a Jew. That is the price we have to pay for our freedom. 
But, as we shall see, in order for reason to have a place in 
m o r a l s  way nf =ape by 
means of a I,ogi-t is sufficient that, men and the 

b e i 4  what they are,* can be very sure thn hardly 
anybody is going to take it with his eyes open. And when we 
are arguing with Q e  o n e  vast maiorl-ho are not going to 
take it, the reply that somebody else might take it does not 
help his case against us. In  this respect, all moral arguments 
are ad  horninem.' 

The above discussion may help to atone for what is confused or even 
wrong in LM 3.3 (p. 42). The remarks there about the possibility or im- 
possibility of accepting certain moral principles gave the impression of 
creating an impasse; I can, however, plead that in LM 4.4 (p. 69) there \ appeared a hint of the way out which is developed in this book. 



consider the interests of all parties affected; but how does this 
consideration lead to a determinate moral conclusion? I 

I application of the requirement of universalizability; and it is 
J an answer which brings us to a standpoint which has some I 
I affinities with traditional utilitarianism. The principle often 

t I 

I accepted by utilitarians, 'Everybody to count for one, nobody 
1 for more than one'' can both be justified by the appeal to the 
I 
i demand for universalizability, Hnd be used to -provide an 
I answer to our present question. For what this principle means 
I 
I is that everyone is entitled to equal consideration, and that if 
, it is said that two people ought to be treated differently, some 

difference must be cited as the ground for these different 
/ moral judgements. And this is a corollary of the requirement 

( . iE(ib of universalizability. I t  must be emphasized that it, like the 
principle of universalizability itself, is a purely formal prin- 
a following from the logical &aracter of the moral words; 
no substantial moral judgements follow from it unless the 
substance is put in by arguments such as we have suggested- 
and these require other ingredients besides logic, as we have 
seen (6.3,4), The substance of the moral judgements of a 
utilitarian comes from a consideration of the substantial incli- 
nations and interests that people actually have, together with 
the formal requirement that the prescriptions which they 
prompt have to be universalizable before moral judgements 
can be made out of them. 

Before we revert to the very complicated nexus of interest. 
with which a judge is confronted, and between which he has 
to do justice, let us consider a much simpler, trilateral case. 
Suppose that three people are dividing a bar of chocolate 
between them, and suppose that they all have an equal liking 
for chocolate. And let us suppose that no other considerations 

Cf. J. S. Mill, Utilitarianism, ch. 5 (quoting Bentham). 
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such as age, sex, ownership of the chocolate, &c., are thought 
to be relevant. I t  seems to us obvious that the just way to 
divide the chocolate is equally. And the principle of univer- 
salizability gives us the logic of this conclusion. For if it be 
maintained that one of the three ought to have more than an 
equal share, there must be something about his case to make 
this differencefor otherwise we are making different moral 
judgements about similar cases. But there is ex hypothesi no 
relevant difference, and so the conclusion follows. As before, 
it is possible to escape from the conclusion by refraining from 
making a moral judgement at all; for example, one of the 
parties may say 'I am jolly well going to take the whole bar, 
and you aren't strong enough to stop me'. But, so long as the 
three are going to make a moral judgement about the way the 
chocolate ought to be divided, they will have to say, in the 
circumstances described, that it ought to be divided equally. 

Suppose, on the other hand, that one of the three does not 
like chocolate. Then they can all happily prescribe universally 
that those who do not like chocolate should not be given any 
(leaving out of consideration the possibility that they might 
be given it to trade with, or given other things in lieu). And so 
they can all agree that the chocolate ought to be divided in 
the ratio I :I :o. It is not my purpose in this book to develop 
in detail a utilitarian moral system. As we shall see in the 
next chapter, utilitarianism can, in principle, cover only a part 
of morality, albeit a very important part. I shall not therefore 
examine the various possibilities that there are of extending 
this kind of reasoning to cover more complex cases, but shall 
content myself with a short survey of some of the main prob- 
lems that have to be surmounted by such a system. 

7.4. First, there is the problem of the commensurability 
of desires, inclinations, &c. In the main this is a question for 
empirical investigation, to see whether systems of measure- 
ment can be devised, based on people's behaviour in care- 
fully determined situations, which yield results that are 
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consistent, both among themselves, and with our ordinary 
notions of what we mean by 'desire', &c.' T o  ask for empirical 
research of this sort is not to deny that much conceptual 
clarification is also required; it is merely to affirm that it is in 
the context of accurate empirical research that our concepts 
are likely to become clear and precise, if at all. We have to 
attack in this way the problem of the comparison of the inten- 
sities not merely of different desires of the same person, but 
of desires of different people-which is much more difficult. 
But the fact remains that we all do, in a rough and ready way, 
make use of such comparisons in arriving at our moral judge- 
ments. 

I t  cannot be denied, however, that many and notoriously 
difficult problems arise, even given that we can compare the 
intensity of different people's desires. T o  take one well-known 
example: suppose that it is a question of giving the last half- 
pint of water to A or B, and A wants the water though with 
less intensity, whereas B wants the water very much indeed; 
but A is dying, whereas B has, in all likelihood, a long life 
before him. We imagine ourselves in the places of A and B, 
treating each as one, and neither as more than one; but what 
conclusion emerges from this exercise ? 

Are we, in any case, to treat each person as one, or each 
desire of a person as of equal weight to the same desire, of the 
same intensity, had by some other person? The  two methods 
might lead to different results; for there might be two people, 
one of whom, A, had altogether very moderate desires, where- 
as the other, B, had many and very intense desires. As a 
result, it might be the case that, where there was a choice of 
giving something to A or giving it to B, the desire for this 
thing came right at the top of A's desires, as ranged in order 
of intensity, but only in the middle of B's order, and yet that, 
all the same, B wanted it more than A did. If a sense can be 

For a promising example of such investigation, see D.  Davidson and 
P. Suppes, Decision Making. 
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given to this description, we should, if we were treating each 
person as one, presumably give the thing to A ;  but if we were 
comparing desires one with another, simply on the basis of 
their intensity without regard to who has them, we should 
have to give the thing to B. 

Another difficulty is that which arises when we have a 
choice between the equal but very incomplete satisfaction of 
a number of people's desires, and the more complete satisfac- 
tion of the desires of most of them, purchased at the cost of 
thepcomplete frustration of the desires of a few. Suppose, for 
example, that we can make everybody except Jones happy by 
excluding him from the choir, but that it will make him 
suicidally unhappy. This will be recognized as analogous to 
the problem, which has vexed utilitarians, of whether we 
ought to maximize happiness or to distribute it equally, if we 
cannot do both. From the standpoint of the present theory it 
looks as if equal distribution has strong claims of its own. 

Then there is the vexed problem about higher and lower 
desires, which is analogous to the problem, familiar to students 
of utilitarianism, of higher and lower pleasures. Are we to 
give equal weight to all desires of the same intensity; or are 
we to give greater weight to desires which are, in some sense, 
morally better? The discussion of this problem has been to 
a certain extent confused by an attempt to bring within the 
scope of a utilitarian theory considerations which do not 
really belong there. If, as I shall maintain, utilitarianism 
cannot in any case cover the whole of morality, it may be 
better, when we are dealing with arguments of a strictly 
utilitarian sort, to follow Bentham in giving equal weight to 
all desires of the same intensity, irrespective of their object; 
and to compensate Mill, who objected to this, by the provision 
which we make, in the non-utilitarian part of our account, for 
ideals. Mill's mistake was perhaps to try to incorporate ideals 
into a utilitarian theory, which cannot really absorb them. 

A further problem concerns the relation between desires, 
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moral philosophy. If, on the other hand, our present attacker 
tries to say the same thing to us, we can reply that we agree 
with him that there are disputes which are properly expressed 
in terms of his non-prescriptive or non-universalizable con- 
cepts-only our own moral philosophy is sufficiently general 
to allow for them. 

The word 'general' is the key to the whole problem. We can 
get the better of the naturalist because there are crucial moral 
problems with which his account of the matter is not suffi- 
ciently general to deal; we can get the better of our present 
attacker because our language is general enough to express 
any dispute which he may say he is having with us. If A has 
a language in which he can express everything that B wants 
to say, and more, then A is bound to be the winner in this 
philosophical game. A mathematician who knows about frac- 
tions and integers is in a strong position vis-d-vis one who 
knows only about integers. And I claim that we are in the 
same position with regard both to the naturalists and to our 
present attacker. For our language admits of descriptive terms 
(as required by the naturalist); but it includes also evaluative 
terms, in our sense (i.e. universally prescriptive terms), which 
he cannot admit, but which are required in order to express 
things that we say.' And our language contains means of 
expressing all that our present attacker could wish to say, but 
also means of expressing universal prescriptions, such as his 
language forbids him to utter. And so, when both these fac- 
tions have had their say, we shall be left saying something 
else which they cannot express, but which we all know per- . 
fectly well how to express-namely moral and other evalua- 
tive judgements. 

' The naturalist might say that in his language what we call evaluative 
judgements could be expressed by means of universal imperatives. But 
they cannot, because the imperatives of ordinary language cannot be pro- 
perly universal (LM 12.4). The old non-naturalists were, in this sense, 
right to claim that moral concepts are sui generis. 

11 A  P R A C T I C A L  E X A M P L E  

11.1 WHAT is needed, in order to consolidate the theoretical 
suggestions which I have put forward, is to apply them to an 
important moral problem such as confronts us in real life, 
This will serve both to illustrate and to recapitulate the chief 
theses that I have been defending. The best problem, for this 
purpose, that I can think of is that which arises when there is 
conflict between races-especially between races of different 
colours. Allusion has already been made to this problem; but 
it deserves a more extended treatment. By 'more extended', 
I do not mean a comprehensive treatment; for that would 
take us out of philosophy altogether into history, sociology, 
psychology, and politics. Any treatment which does not 
include contributions from these other fields is bound to be 
truncated and superficial ; for we need to know why (historic- 
ally and psychologically) people give way to racial bitterness, 
and what changes in social conditions would remove it. In 
discussions of this problem, we very soon discover that there 
are many people who are quite unable to adopt the philo- 
sophical approach to it which looks for rational arguments 
and is prepared to test their cogency. I t  is no use hoping by 
philosophy alone to convince such people or to make them 
change their behaviour. Here a deep understanding of psy- 
chology is required before any progress can be hoped for. 
Moreover, it would be necessary in any adequate treatment 
of the problem to consider the scientific basis, if there is one, 
of the classification of people into races, and of the grading of 
these races in respect of intelligence and other qualities (if 
such grading is possible, which seems doubtful). But never- 
theless there is a philosophical problem involved, whose 
neglect will also make any account of the matter superficial. 
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We need not only to know the causes of behaviour, and how 
it might be altered, but to determine what is right and wrong 
about the way people behave; and to this end we must 
examine, as I have tried to do in this book, how it is possible 
to reason cogently about moral questions. Therefore I make 
no apology for devoting this chapter to the philosophical 
aspects of the problem alone. 

I will start with a brief and general classification, with 
examples, of arguments that might be used by people when 
faced with conflicts between races. I do not hope to make this 
classification very profound or complete; for I am aiming 
only to produce instances of the chief sorts of argument that 
are of logical interest. I shall start with arguments concerned 
with matters of fact; and I shall subdivide these into those 
concerned with genuine matters of fact, and those concerned 
with questions which look like questions of fact but turn out 
not to be. I shall then consider various moral arguments 
which could still go on even when the facts are agreed. I hope 
that this classification will be of some philosophical interest, 
as shedding light on the relation between facts and moral 
judgements. 

11.2. First, then, genuine questions of fact. In this class, 
we may mention first questions about the actual characteris- 
tics of different races. And these can be subdivided into (I) 
questions about their capabilities; (2) questions about their 
moral and other propensities; and (3) questions about what 
it is like to be a member of such and such a race in such and 
such a situation. 

(I)  The capabilities of dtyerent races 
I t  is sometimes said that black people are incapable of self- 

government, or of leadership (political or otherwise), or of 
acquiring an advanced education, or even certain practical 
skills. Now, if these allegations were true, it would have an 
effect on some moral arguments; for obviously it is no use 
maintaining that black people ought to be allowed to exercise 
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self-government, if they cannot do so; and it is no use saying 
that they ought to be made foremen, if they cannot do the job 
of foremen. The  'argument from incapability' is not always 
put in this extreme form. Sometimes it is said merely that 
black people, though they can acquire these capabilities, can- 
not acquire them to the same degree and are therefore bound 
to remain inferior to white people in these respects. I t  is not 
at all clear that the weaker form of the thesis has the conse- 
quences for moral arguments which follow from the stronger 
form. For example, black people might not be able to govern 
themselves according to the standards which are said to be 
observed in Westminster; but this would not be an argument 
against the view that they ought to be allowed to govern them- 
selves in whatever way they can. Alternatively, it may be said 
that black people, though they may become capable of govern- 
ing themselves, &c., at some date in the distant future, are 
not capable of doing so now. This, if admitted, would have 
an important bearing on some moral questions, but not the 
same bearing as either of the other two theses mentioned. 

(2) The moral and other propensities of races 
I t  is sometimes said that members of a certain race inherit, 

either genetically or culturally, defects of character which 
might make it right to treat them differently from other races. 
The  Jews have often been a target for such accusations; and 
it has also been alleged from time to time that Orientals of 
certain races are less truthful or less trustworthy than English- 
men claim to be. If these arrogant-sounding accusations were 
established, they would have some bearing on moral argu- 
ments; but how powerful it was would depend on the par- 
ticular defect that existed. One would also, if the defect was 
inherited culturally and not genetically, have to consider to 
what extent the cultural and social factors causing the per- 
petuation of the defect were the fault of the members of the 
race itself, and to what extent they were the result of the 
actions of other races-e.g., the persecution of the Jews. 
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These two kinds of factual arguments are not such as can 
be established or refuted by philosophical reasoning. They 
have to be shown to be true or false by the means appropriate 
to the examination of alleged facts of these kinds-i.e. by the 
objective study of history and, in appropriate cases, by social 
or psychological surveys and experiments. The sincerity of 
people who make these kinds of allegation can, indeed, be 
put to the proof by seeing whether they are willing to submit 
to these objective tests. 

(3) What it is like to be a member of a certain race 
Another type of factual argument which may be adduced 

in moral disputes about race relations is concerned with the 
effect of certain sorts of treatment upon the happiness, &c., 
of the members of a certain race. Thus, it has sometimes been 
maintained that to use black people as slaves, or in conditions 
resembling slavery, is not cruel in the same way as it would be 
to use white people as slaves, because black people do not 
have the same sensibilities as white. An extreme form of this 
argument is the doctrine that blacks are like animals, or (it 
has sometimes even been said) actually are animals-though 
this is really a spurious factual argument and belongs in the 
next section. I t  is certainly true that if working on a farm in 
conditions similar to those of an ox on the same farm were no 
more a cause of unhappiness to a Bantu than to an ox, certain 
moral arguments against treating the Bantu in this way would 
not be available. 

Now there are difficulties in assessing this kind of factual 
argument which there are not in the cases of the first two 
kinds mentioned. For there are notorious philosophical 
obstacles to verifying propositions about the feelings of other 
people. We can, however, sidestep these difficulties by saying 
that the difficulty of knowing what it feels like to be a Bantu 
is, at any rate, nothing like so great as that of knowing what it 
feels like to be an ox; and that the difficulty is one of the same 
kind as, and greater only in degree than, that of knowing what 
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it is like to be James, my twin brother. The practical, as opposed 
to the philosophical, difficulty of knowing what it feels like 
to be a Bantu on a farm is to be got over by a closer and more 
sympathetic acquaintance with individual Bantus on farms. 
I shall not resume until later the question of why it is relevant 
to moral arguments to know what it feels like to be a Bantu 
(1 1.9, 6.4 ff.). 

One other more particular type of factual argument needs 
to be mentioned; it is not co-ordinate with the first three, but 
is a way of applying one or more of them to actual situations. 
I t  is sometimes said that if certain racial policies are pursued, 
the results will be so and so-with the implication that these 
results ought to be avoided at all costs, and that therefore the 
policy ought to be rejected. For example, it may be argued 
that if the pass laws are repealed, there will be no check on 
subversive activities by members of the subject race, and that 
all sorts of violence will then break out, leading eventually to 
a breakdown of ordered government. Or it may be argued 
that if the colour bar is at all relaxed, miscegenation will 
result (it being taken for granted that this would be an 
unspeakable evil). These arguments are simply examples of 
a type of argument which is exceedingly common in morals, 
and might, indeed, be said to be a constituent in any moral 
argument. I t  is of the form 'If you do this in these circum- 
stances, what you will be doing is to bring about t h e  con- 
sequences'. The effect of such an argument is to show what, 
in concrete, the person will be doing if he does what he is 
proposing (LM 4.1). In racial contexts such arguments often 
depend on arguments of the types already considered: e.g., 
it has sometimes been said that if Jews are allowed to do 
business without restriction, they will, because of their moral 
and other propensities, soon get a stranglehold on the economy 
of some country and use it against the interests of non-Jews; 
and it was sometimes said that if Indians were allowed a 
greater share in the government of India, there would be, 
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because of their incompetence and corruptibility, a break- 
down of the high standards of administration maintained by 
the (British-staffed) Indian Civil Service. If such hypothetical 
predictions had been correct, then the further question would 
have arisen of whether the states of affairs predicted were 
worse than the states of affairs which would come into being 
if alternative policies were pursued. But, subject to this pro- 
viso, this is a perfectly legitimate argument in morals, if the 
premisses are true. That is to say, it is quite in order to try to 
show that the facts are such that if a certain policy is pursued 
then a certain moral principle will be observed or infringed; 
and the argument then shifts to questions of moral principle. 

11.3. Let us now turn from genuine factual arguments to 
spurious ones. These are forthcoming from both parties to 
most racial questions; they are not the monopoly of those of 
whose policies liberals disapprove. However, I shall start 
with arguments which are put forward by people of whose 
policies the majority of my readers will disapprove; I shall 
thus, perhaps, the more easily display the fallaciousness of the 
arguments; and then I shall turn to some similar arguments, 
just as lacking in cogency, which are used by those who are 
on the angels' side. 

Suppose that a Nazi argues that he has a right to persecute 
members of non-Germanic races because there is something 
in the hereditary make-up (in the 'blood', he might say) of the 
Germanic races which gives them a natural superiority over 
other races and a right to make them their subjects. This 
looks at first sight very like some perfectly good factual argu- 
ments that we mentioned earlier; we have the statement that 
the facts are such that a certain moral principle applies. But 
the argument suffers from two fatal weaknesses. In  the first 
place, no determinate criterion is given for discovering 
whether this factor is present in the heredity or blood of any 
particular person. No empirical tests are offered for deter- 
mining the truth of the assertion that members of Germanic 
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races actually have this mark of natural superiority to mem- 
bers of other races. So the argument rests on statements of 
'fact' whose truth is in principle not ascertainable; and there- 
fore we can never know whether the premisses of the argu- 
ment, or its conclusion, are true. We do not need to be 
logical positivists to reject this sort of argument; but if anyone 
does accept some kind of verification theory of meaning, he 
will go further, and say that the premisses of such arguments 
are not merely untestable but meaningless. Into this question 
I shall not go, merely remarking that here is an instance where 
a seemingly quite abstract philosophical controversy has a 
direct application to practical questions. 

I n  the second place, even if the premisses of these argu- 
ments were all right, the users of them have not told us why 
the moral conclusions follow from the premisses. In  order 
that the presence of this blood-factor in Germans should 
justify their domination of other races, it has to be the case 
that the factor confers a right to dominate; and it is hard to 
see why this should be so. Even if it could be proved by 
experiment that whenever the blood of a German has a cer- 
tain chemical added to it it turns purple, and that this is so 
with the blood of no other race, it is not thereby established 
that any moral consequences follow from this. We shall have 
to postpone further consideration of this question until we 
have come back to the general question of the place of factual 
premisses in moral arguments. 

As further examples of this type of spurious factual argu- 
ment, we may mention the argument that Christians may 
persecute Jews, because certain Jews said on a famous 
occasion 'His blood be upon us and upon our children' ; I  and 
the argument that white people may make black people their 
subjects, because black people are the descendants of Ham, 
and it says in the Bible that Noah cursed the descendants of 
Ham because Ham had looked at Noah's naked body when 

Matthew xxvii. 25. 
824184 P 
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Noah was in a drunken stupor.' In both cases there is no 
conceivable way of discovering whether an individual Jew or 
Bantu who is being maltreated is really the descendant of 
Ham, or of a member of the crowd outside Pilate's palace; 
and, even if they were, it is not in the least clear why this 
should justify their maltreatment. 

11.4. Let us now consider some examples of arguments 
suffering from these same two defects which are often used 
by more respectable people. It  is often said that white people 
ought to treat black people better because they are their 
brothers; or because they are, like whites, children of God. 
As before, no criterion is stated for determining whether an 
individual member of some other race is or is not my 'brother', 
in the extended sense, or whether he is or is not a child of 
God; if two people were arguing about whether the natives of 
a certain territory were or were not children of God, it is 
entirely unclear by what tests they could ever settle their 
argument. We cannot, indeed, deny the value of these forms 
of expression as metaphors; but what we need to do is to find 
out what they are metaphors for, and whether propositions 
expressed in terms of them are, when put unmetaphorically, 
true. 

Secondly, even if it could be established beyond doubt that 
a certain man was my 'brother', or that he was a 'child of 
God', it is not clear why it follows that 1 ought to treat him 
in a certain way. What moral principles are the basis of my 
duties even to my real brothers, or to the children of my 
human father? Admittedly, if we agree, as most of us do, that 
we have certain duties to our real brothers, then these duties 
must have as their ground something about the relation 'being 
a brother of'. I t  would need to be elucidated what this some- 
thing is-for until this is done we shall not know what is the 
principle involved. Has it, for example, something to do with 
common nurture, and does it therefore extend to foster- 

' Genesis ix. 25. 
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brothers? Or has it something to do with common parent- 
hood, and if so do both parents have to be the same or only 
one? If we could answer these questions, we should then 
know the precise features of brothers which we think to be 
the groundsof our duties towards them. I t  would then become 
a question whether black people, who are our brothers only 
in an extended sense, possess, in common with our real 
brothers, those features which are the grounds of our duties 
to our real brothers. And it is, to say the least, rather unlikely 
that this would prove to be the case. 

The relevance to this argument of the theses of this book 
is the following. I have maintained (2.2 ff.) that all moral 
judgements are made on the basis of something about the thing 
judged (which is another way of stating the thesis of univer- 
salizability). Now it is possible that this 'something', in the 
present case, might be the mere biological relation, being 
a brother of. But this seems unlikely. We are therefore led to 
inquire what, in particular, it is about this relation that makes 
us accept the moral prescription that we ought to behave in 
certain ways to our brothers. 

There are the same sort of difficulties with the expression 
'child of God'. I t  is not obvious apriori that we ought to treat 
fellow children of God in certain ways. We require, presum- 
ably, the general premiss that God's will ought to be done, 
and the particular premiss that God wills his children to treat 
one another in certain ways. Well-known philosophical prob- 
lems arise concerning both these premisses; but there is no 
room to discuss them here.' 

11.5. We may notice, lastly in this class of arguments, one 
which can be shown to possess the same defects as these ones, 
but which nevertheless enjoys a certain philosophical respect- 
ability, and which is therefore worth examining in more 
detail. This is the argument that we ought to treat blacks in 

' For a brief discussion, see my article in The Listener, 13 October 1955, 
P. 593. 

P 2  
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certain ways because they are people. Now it must be said at 
the start that this argument is in fact an attempted short cut; 
it is perfectly possible, given that blacks are people, and given 
also certain other assumptions, to reason cogently that they 
ought to be treated in the same way as other people. This I 
shall later attempt to show (I I .g). But the argument is never- 
theless worthless as it stands, since it suffers from the same 
defects as I have already exposed. In  order to turn it into 
a cogent piece of reasoning, we have to bring out into the 
open certain concealed steps in the argument and certain 
suppressed assumptions; and the complaint to be made 
against those who use this kind of argument is not that they 
arrive at wrong conclusions, but that they bury the really 
important and interesting factors in the arguments, and thus 
conceal from us some very fundamental features of moral 
arguments and of moral discourse in general. It  is only by 
understanding these fundamental features that the arguments 
can be seen to be cogent. The short cut proposed has thus to 
be condemned for two reasons: it gets to a desirable con- 
clusion by a fallacious mode of reasoning which could also 
be used to justify the most damnable conclusions; and, by 
seeming to offer an easy way to this desirable conclusion, 
it encourages us to leave off our study of moral philosophy 
when it has reached only a very superficial level. As it stands, 
the inference from 'Xis a person' to 'I ought to be kind to X' 
is logically no better than that from 'X is a non-Aryan' to 'I 
ought to put X in the gas-chamber'. 

In order to understand this, let us first notice that the 
'people' argument suffers from the same defects as the 
'brothers' and 'children of God' arguments. No criterion is 
offered for determining whether something is a person or not. 
Is it sufficient to be a live member of the'human species? It 
does not seem to follow from the fact that a black person is 
a live member of the human species that I ought to treat him 
in any particular way. So if we have this determinate criterion 
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for being called a person, no moral conclusion seems to follow 
from the fact that someone is a person. The  same will be the 
case whatever determinate criterion we are given. For example, 
it may be said that someone is a person if he has the power of 
rational choice. But it will still not be obvious why a human 
being who has this power ought to be allowed to exercise this 
choice as much as possible; for no grounds have been given 
for this contention. 

Suppose, in general, that there is a determinate criterion 
for deciding whether a given being is a person or not. I t  will 
then require establishing that we ought to treat such a being 
in one way rather than in another. Faced with this challenge, 
a defender of this type of argument might make his principle 
indubitable by making it analytic. He  might say that by 
establishing that X is a person one has established that X 
ought to be treated as a person; and that this is analytic, 
because 'as a person' means merely 'as a person ought to be 
treated'. But though it is, certainly, analytic that people ought 
to be treated as people ought to be treated, the question is, 
How ought people to be treated? 

One way that might be suggested for getting out of this 
difficulty is to write into the notion of a person some moral 
content. By calling a being a person we should then imply, 
as part of what we are saying, that he ought to be treated in 
a certain way. This will validate the step from 'X is a person' 
to 'X ought to be treated in a certain way'. But now we are 
left without a determinatc and morally neutral criterion for 
finding out whether he is a person. In order to be sure that he 
is a person, we shall first have to satisfy ourselves that he 
ought to be treated in a certain way, and no basis has yet been 
established for making this moral judgement. 

11.6. Having dealt with a number of arguments which are 
unsatisfactory, and with others which are incomplete, in that 
they appeal to antecedent moral principles, we come now to 
the constructive part of this chapter. It  is based on theaccount 
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of moral language and moral reasoning given in the preceding 
chapters and in my earlier book. 

Let us ask, first, why it is that we think what I have called 
factual arguments to be relevant to moral questions. Why did 
I say that certain factual arguments (for example about the 
predictable results of certain policies) were perfectly admissi- 
ble; and why, on the other hand, do we have this strange 
phenomenon of Nazis andothers inventing obviously spurious 
factual arguments in order to justify their actions morally? 

@ 
W u o t  "Sst get on with the iob of exterminating the Jews? 
What need is supplied by the bogus claim that Germans have 
some special element in their heredity which distinguishes 
them from other men? Or why does it make a difference to 
the moral argument that a certain policy would have a certain 
result? I t  looks as if facts (or some sorts of facts) are held to 
be @?iZtQ,moral arguments; so much so that if one has 
not got any genuine facts one invents some make-believe 
ones. But whv is this? In short, what is the bearing of facts 
on moral arguments? This is one of the central problems of 
moral philosophy, and I have tried in this and my earlier 
book to sketch an answer to it. Without further references 
back, let us set out the answer as clearly and briefly as possible. 

An obvious, and so far as it goes true, but incomplete 
answer to the question 'Why are facts relevant to moral argu- 
ments?' is this: moral judgements have to be about sornethigg; 
and it is the facts of the case which determine what we are 
judging. Thus, when we are asking moral questions about 
a proposed action, it is relevant to know what the person 
would be doing who did the action; for, if we do not know 
this, we literally shall not know what we are talking about. 

I say that this answer is incomplete for two reasons. The  
first is that it does not explain why we think some facts, and 
not others, relevant to moral arguments. The  second is that 
it does not explain why it makes a difference if it is a moral 
argument. If I were deciding just what to do, without any 
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thought of what I ought to do, it would still be important to 
me to know what I should be doing if I did so and so. We 
shall see that these two incompletenesses are related to  each 
other. 

There are some philosophers, to whom I have referred 
often enough before, who can see only one possible way in 
which facts might have relevance in moral arguments. This  
is by there being some logical link, holding in virtue of the 
meanings of words, between factual premisses and moral con- 
clusions. Now I do not think that there is any such link. And 
because these philosophers have eyes only for this sort of 
relevance, they think that if I deny the possibility of such 
a link, I am committed to holding that facts are not relevant 
to moral arguments; and this would be an absurd position. 
But what I have been maintaining is that facts are relevant to 
moral arguments, but not in the way that these people think. 

Facts are relevant to moral arguments because they make 
a difference between cases whlch would otherwise be similar. 
Let us illustrate this by considering again why the Nazis set 

2 
so much store by the-claim that there is something in the 
blood of Germans which differentiates them from other races. 
The  explanation is that they were proposing to treat other 
races in a markedly different way from Germans, and wanted 
a reason why they ought to do this. A Nazi might say, as he 
contemplated the Jews that he was just driving into the gas- 
chamber, 'These men look just as I would look if I were 
starved and naked like them; they have the same feelings and 
aspirations, and there is, apparently, no other relevant differ- 
ence between them and myself or my German friends. And 
I would not think it right to treat a German in this way. But 
there is something that makes a difference ; although Germans 
and Jews are often indistinguishable to the naked eye, there 
is this all-important thing about them, that they lack that 
factor in their heredity which true Germans have, and which 
entitles Germans to send them to the gas-chamber.' Put thus 
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crudely, the argument sounds grotesque; yet something of 
the sort undoubtedly lies behind many claims of racial superi- 
ority. And this parody of moral thinking, just because it is 
a parody of moral thinking, illustrates extremely well the role 
which even bogus facts can play in moral arguments-even 
bad ones. This a r g u 4 h e  Nazis is pretending to be like 
a perfectly good moral argument, and thus shows us some- 
thing about what a good moral argument would be like. - 

~ i e  point is this: it ispart of ;he meanings of t$ moral 
wqrds that we are logically prohibited from making different 
moral judgements about two cases, when we cannot adduce 
any difference between the cases which is the ground for the 

is one way of stating the 
as we have seen, is 

the Nazi cannot 
justify his different treatment of ~ i r m a n s  and Jews without t 

adducing some difference between their cases, he invents 
a difference. 

Other participants in race conflicts are more fortunate: 
they do not have to invent anything; the difference is there, 
for all to see, in the colour of their victims' skins. This is why 
it seems so much easier to justify racial discrimination when 
there is a colour difference than when there is not. But even , 
less obvious differences than those of colour will serve if they 
have to. What is important to the would-be discriminator is 
that there should be some qualitative difference (i.e. not merely 
a numerical difference) between the class of people whom he 
wishes to oppress, exploit, or persecute and those whom he 
does not. Some of us remember how, at school, the wearing 
of shocs of a different pattern was enough to mark out some 1 

poor boy for maltreatment. 
. 7  1 hcsc caricatures of moral reasoning teach us something 

about the real thing. I t  is indeed required that, to justify 
diffcrant trcntnwnt of pcople, qualitative differences have 
to hc produced bctwen thcm or between their actions or 

? 
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circumstances. We try to justify our singular moral judge- 
ments by producing principles involved in them: one may or 
ought to do such and such a kind of thing in such and such a 
kind of situation to people of a certain kind. 

11.7. Now these examples of spurious moral reasoning are 
parodies. The  question which next arises, therefore, is, How 
do we distinguish the parody from its original? If we do not 
think that it is an adequate justification for discriminating 
against a person that his skin is black, how would we dis- 
tinguish those features of the man or his situation which do 
justify different treatment from those which do not? There 
seems at first sight to be no formal difference between saying 
'It is right to kill him because his skin is black' and saying 
'It is right to kill him because he has killed another man'. 
Some people regard both of these as good reasons; some, 
neither; and some, one but not the other. We have therefore 
to ask, can moral philosophy point out any means of dis- 
tinguishing between good and bad reasons of this sort; or, in 
other words, between relevant differences, such as really do 
justify discrimination, and those which are not relevant? 
Have we any reason for saying that black skin is not relevant, . - 

but being a murderer is? 
There are those who try to answer this question in the 

following way. They take a look at the kind of differences that 
people do call morally relevant; and they make a list of them, 
reduce them if they can to some sort of system, and then say 
that we mean by 'morally relevant difference' just these differ- 
ences and no others, and mean by 'morality' just that system 
of evaluations which takes these, and no  other, differences 
into account. There are many objections to this procedure; 
I will here mention just two. First, how do we know that we 
could not get a different list if we did the investigation in 
South Africa or Soviet Russia or ancient Sparta? Secondly, to 
make such a list does not explain anything; we want to know 
what leads to things getting put on the list or left off it. T h e  
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proponents of this view do not seem to have gone far enough 
in their search for an explanation. 

Now, if the argument of this book is correct, we can in fact 
go a good deal further, by a step which is really no different 
in principle from one which we took a moment ago. We 
aw that it follows from the meanings of the moral terms that 

if different moral i l l d c r P m P n t n e r e n ~ e s  
must be adduced; and we saw that this was a version of the ll ~~ 

requirement of universalizability. But we have not yet ex- 
hausted the potency of this principle; we still have the use of 
it left which was explained in 6.8 and 9.4. 

In order to illustrate this use again, let us suppose that 
we are having an argument with a man who maintains that 
a black skin, by itself, is a sufficient ground for discriminating 
against its possessor. We tell him, and he, being a credulous 
person, believes, the following story. The Soviet Institute of 
Race Relations (which is a much more enterprising and 
scientific body than its Western counterparts) has just suc- 
ceeded in breeding a new kind of bacillus, which Soviet 
agents are at this very moment broadcasting in areas of racial 
conflict throughout the world. This bacillus is very catching, 
and the symptom of the disease which it induces is that, if the 
patient's skin was white, it turns permanently black, and 
vice versa. Now when the person with whom we are arguing 
has absorbed the implications of this story, we ask him 
whether he still thinks that skin-colour by itself is a sufficient 
ground for moral discrimination. I t  is unlikely that he will go 
on saying that it is; for then he will have to say that if he 
catches the disease the former blacks who have also had it will 
have acquired the right to oppress him, and all his formerly 
white friends. 

What do we learn from this simple piece of science fiction ? 
What we have got our opponent to do by this innocent decep- 
tion is to perform an intellectual operation which, if he had 
really been wanting to r-ally, he would have performed 
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without the deception. This operation is to consider the hypo- 
I thetical case in which he himself has lost the quality which he 
i said was a sufficient ground for discrimination, and his present 

victims have gained it-and to consider this hypothetical 
I 

I 
case as if it were actual. There are two stages in the process of 
universalization. The  first is passed when we have found a 
universal principle, not containing proper names or other 
singular terms, from which the moral judgement which we 
want to make follows, given the facts of our particular situa- 

I tion. This stage is comparatively easy to pass, even for the 
proponent of the most scandalous moral views. I t  is passed, 
for example, by adducing the principle that it is all right for 
black people to be oppressed by white people. But the next 
stage is more difficult. I t  is necessary, not merely that this 
principle should be produced, but that the person who 

i produces it should actually hold it. I t  is necessary not merely 
to quote a maxim, but (in Kantian language) to will it to be a 
universal law. I t  is here that prescriptivity, the second main 
logical feature of moral judgements, makes its most decisive 
appearance. For willing it to be a universal law involves 
willing it to apply even when the roles played by the parties 
are reversed. And this test will be failed by all maxims or 
principles which look attractive to oppressors and persecutors 
on the first test. I t  will indeed be found that, if we apply 
these two tests, both founded on the logical, formal features 

? of moral terms, we shall be able to sort out, in the field of race 
relations at least, the grounds of discrimination which we are 
really prepared to co nt as morally r levant from those which 
we are not. -5rilfc 4,447 d- 14 4) 

I 11.8. From this satisfactory conclusion, however, there is, 
as we have seen, a way of escape for the sufficiently deter- 

I mined racialist. I t  remains to illustrate, in termsof the present 
example, what 
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the source of this horror is not any belief about the con- 
sequences, social or biological, of miscegenation. That is to 
say, he is not moved by alleged facts about the weakening of 
the human stock by mating between people of different 
colours, or about the unsatisfactory life lived by people of 
mixed descent, or by anything of that kind. If these were his 
grounds, we could argue with him in a scientific way, trying 
to show that the offspring of mixed marriages are just as 
likely to be vigorous and intelligent as those of other marriages; 
or that any bad social effects of miscegenation would be 
removed if he and people like him abandoned their attempts 
to enforce a colour bar. Let us suppose, however, that his 
grounds are not these, but simply a horror of the very idea of 
a black man mating with a white woman. This cannot be 
touched by any scientific or factual argument of the sort 
described. And it may well be true that, if miscegenation is to 
be prevented, it is necessary to have a rigid colour bar; and 
that if this is enforced, and leads to resentment, other repres- 
sive measures will be necessary for the maintenance of public 
order, and thus we shall have the whole apparatus of racial 
repression. If this is true, then it will be hard for us to argue 
with this man. He detests miscegenation so much that he is 
prepared to live in a police state in order to avoid it. 

And he must be prepared for more than this. He  must, if he 
is going to universalize his moral judgements, be prepared 
that he himself should not merely live in a police state, but 
live in it in the same conditions as he is now prepared to make 
the blacks live in-conditions which are getting stea '1 
worse. He must be prepared that he should be subject to 
arbitrary arrest and maltreatment just on grounds of skin 

fellows, to protest. 

3 
colour, and to butchery if he tries, in collaboration with hls 

Now it may be that there are people so fanatical as to be 
prepared for all these things in order to avoid miscegenation. 
But they are surely very few. The  repression happens because 
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these few people have on their side a multitude of other 
people who are not prepared at all to suffer thus, but who !k ave not really thought through the argument. They think, 
perhaps, that all will be well without too much repression; or 
that blacks do not mind being treated like this as much as 
whites would; or that there is a scientific basis for belief in 
racial superiority-or some of the many other things that 
racialists tend to believe. All these beliefs can perhaps be 
refuted severally by scientists and others without any help 
from the philosopher; but they are apt, collectively, to form 
an amalgam in the minds of racialists which makes into allies 
of the fanatic many people who are not, in  themselves, in the 
least fanatical. The  contribution of the philosopher is to take 
this amalgam apart, deposit such beliefs as are open to 
scientific refutation in the in-trays of the scientists, and, when 
the scientists have dealt with them, exhibit the prescriptive 
remainder of racialism for what it is-something that fanatics 
may hold but which the bulk of a people--even a people as 
hard-pressed as the white South Africans-never will. 

11.9. We are now in a position to explain why, in spite of 
the inadequacy of an argument which we mentioned earlier, 
it is morally relevant that blacks are people. Saying that they 
are people is saying that they are like us i n  certain respects. I t  
is not clear yet in what respects; this will be found to vary 
from case to case, as we shall see. But the principle of this 
argument from the fact that blacks are people can now be 
exposed as follows. If a black man whom I am contemplating 
maltreating has, as I have every reason to  suppose that he has, 
certain characteristics in common with myself-if, to use an 
example from an earlier century, it causes him great suffering 
if he and his wife are separated and sent as slaves to different 
countries-then I can reason as follows. I am not prepared in 
general to accept the maxim that it is all right for people to 
separate husbands from wives for commercial gain; for this 
would be committing myself to the judgement that it would 
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be all right for somebody to do this to me if he were in a 
position to do so. But can I say that it is all right to do this to 
blacks? The  answer must be 'No'; for if I envisage myself 
becoming a black, but retaining my other characteristics, and 
in particular the characteristic of being attached to my wife, 
I am not (since I am not a fanatic for the liberty of commerce) 
prepared to accept a maxim which permits people to do this 
to me. 

On the other hand, if we take the example of the murderer 
mentioned above, the position is altered. I may very well be 
prepared to prescribe that, if I commit a murder, I should be 
hanged. In  actual fact I am not; for I am not a supporter of 
capital punishment-for reasons which are irrelevant to the 
present argument. But let us, in order to avoid this difficulty, 
substitute 'put in prison' for 'hanged' or 'killed'. I am prepared 
to prescribe that if I commit a murder I should be put in 
prison: and my reasons are utilitarian ones comparable to 
those given by the judge in 7.2 ff. But reasons of this sort are 
not available to racialists. Thus we see why it is thought not 
to be relevant that the man is black, but is thought to be 
relevant that a man is a murderer. More important, we see 
why it is thought to be relevant that a slave loves his wife. The  
duties which we acknowledge towards people are not derived 
from the 'essence of man' or from any philosophical mystifica- 
tions of that sort; they are acknowledged because we say 
'There, but for my good fortune, go I. That man is like me in 
important respects; in particular, the same things as cause me 
to suffer cause him to suffer; therefore, unless I am prepared 
to accept a maxim which would permit me to be treated like 
him were I to acquire a black skin (which I am not), I cannot 
say that it is all right for me to treat him thus.' 

This line of reasoning also helps to explain why we re- 
cognize certain duties towards both men and animals, but 
certain others towards men only. For example, nobody would 
be thought to be oppressing animals because he did not allow 
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them self-government; but, on the other hand, it is generally 
thought to be wrong to torture animals for fun. Now why is it 
that we do not acknowledge a duty to  accord animals self- 
government? I t  is simply because we think that there is a real 
and relevant difference between men and animals in this 
respect. We can say 'If I were turned into an animal, I should 
stop having any desire for political liberty, and therefore the 
lack of it would be no hardship to me'. I t  is possible to say 
this even of men in certain stages of development. Nobody 
thinks that children ought to have complete political liberty; 
and most people recognize that it would be foolish to introduce 
the more advanced kinds of political liberty all at once in 
backward countries, where people have not got to the stage 
of wanting it, and would not know what to do with it if they 
got it. So this mode of reasoning allows us to make the many 
distinctions that are necessary in assessing our obligations 
towards different kinds of people, and indeed of sentient 
beings. In  all cases the principle is the same-am I prepared 
to accept a maxim which would allow this to be done to me, 
were I in the position of this man or animal, and capable of 
having only the experiences, desires, &c., of him or i t?  

I t  may be objected that not all people will follow this mode 
of reasoningwhich I have been suggesting. Those who indulged 
in bear-baiting did not reason: 'If we were bears we should 
suffer horribly if treated thus; therefore we cannot accept any 
maxim which permits bears to be treated thus; therefore we 
cannot say that it is all right to treat bears thus.' And no doubt 
there are some white South Africans (a few) who will be quite 
unmoved by being told that they are causing the Bantu to 
suffer. I t  seems that I am required to say what has gone wrong 
in such cases. 

A number of different things may have gone wrong. The  
commonest is what we call insensitivity o r  lack of imagination. 
The bear-baiter does not really imagine what it is like to be 
a bear. If he did, he would think and act differently. Another 
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way of putting this is to say that these people are not paying 
attention to the relevant similarities between themselves and 
their victims. If we like to revert to the metaphor, having 
understood what it stands for, the bear-baiter is not thinking 
of the bear as his brother-or even cousin. 

It  is also possible that, though fully aware of what they are 
doing to their victims, they are not reasoning morally about 
it. That is to say, they are not asking themselves whether they 
can universalize their prescriptions; though they may make 
play with the moral words which they have heard other people 
use, they are not, in their own thinking, using these words 
according to the logical rules which are implicit in their mean- 
ing. And there are other possibilities, too numerous to mention 
here, which have been examined in the body of this book. 

It  may be asked: What is to be done about this? Can the 
philosopher, in particular, do anything about i t?  When South 
African believers in white supremacy read this book, will they 
at once hasten to repeal the pass laws and make the blacks 
their political equals? This is highly unlikely; and in any case 
they will not read the book. T o  get people to think morally 
it is not sufficient to tell them how to do it; it is necessary also 
to i duce in them the wish to do it. And this is not the pro- 
vince o t e philosopher. I t  is more likely that enlightened 
politicians, journalists, radio commentators, preachers, novel- 
ists, and all those who have an influence on public opinion 
will gradually effect a change for the better-given that events 
do not overtake them. Perhaps people in areas of racial 
conflict can be, in the end, brought to think of the resem- 
blances between themselves and members of other races as 
morally relevant, and of the differences as morally irrelevant. 
Perhaps, even, they may learn to cultivate their imaginations. 

philosophy, that it is some- 
times easier to bring something about if we understand clearly 
what it is we are trying to do. 
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