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EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

G. E. Moore pioneered analytic philosophy, along with Russell and Wittgenstein, and his argumentative technique, his
intellectual example, and his characteristic philosophical concerns informed the way several generations of
philosophers approached their discipline. As a result, his historical influence is difficult to exaggerate. Even if few
philosophers today self-consciously adhere to any distinctively Moorean tenets or methods, his legacy is deeply and
permanently embedded in Anglophone philosophy. This is particularly true in ethics, where scarcely anyone would
dissent from the judgment that ‘no philosopher had greater impact on Anglo-American moral philosophy in the first
half of the 20th century than G. E. Moore’.1

Moore published two books on ethics—his 1903 classic, Principia Ethica, and the work reprinted here, his Ethics of
1912. He wrote the latter for the Home University Library of Modern Knowledge, originally published by Williams
and Norgate in London and Henry Holt in New York. Nearly 40 at the time, Moore worked on the book when he was
living with his sisters in Richmond before returning to Cambridge after a seven-year absence to take up a lectureship
(and, as it turned out, to continue teaching there for the next twenty-eight years). During the summer of 1911 Moore
spent a week at a country cottage rented by Lytton Strachey, who was then also at work on a book for the same
publisher. In an autobiography, Leonard Woolf describes the scene memorably:

In the morning Lytton used to sit in one part of the garden, with a panama hat on his head, groaning from time to time over his literary
constipation as he wrote Landmarks in French Literature for the Home University Library; in another part of the garden sat Moore, a panama hat
on his head, his forehead wet with perspiration, sighing from time to time over his literary constipation as he wrote Ethics for the Home
University Library. … Moore … said that his mental constipation came

1 Stephen Darwall, ‘Moore to Stevenson’, in Robert J. Cavalier, James Gouinlock, and James P. Sterba (eds.), Ethics in the History of Western Philosophy (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1989), 366.



from the fact that as soon as he had written down a sentence, he saw either that it was just false or that it required a sentence to qualify it which
would require another sentence to qualify the qualification. This, as we pointed out to him, would go on ad infinitum, and the 60,000 words
which he had bound himself to write on ethics for the Home University Library would, after he had written a first sentence which was not ‘just
false,’ consist of an infinite series of qualifications to it only cut short by the fact that the publishers would not print more than 60,000 words.2

Books in the Home University Library were, as the name implies, intended for a non-specialist audience. Senior
academics edited the series, and its more than one hundred volumes, intended to be ‘comprehensive and authoritative’,
included among their authors such distinguished academics and intellectual luminaries as J. A. Hobson, Hilaire Belloc,
John Masefield, Ramsay MacDonald, A. C. Pigou, Paul Vinogradoff, and W. E. B. Du Bois. Moore's Ethics was
number 52 in the series and appeared around the same time as Whitehead's Introduction to Mathematics (1911) and
Russell's classic text, The Problems of Philosophy (1912). Oxford University Press later took over many Home University
volumes and reprinted Moore's Ethics several times, including a separate American edition in 1965.

The book has, however, been out of print for some years now. Moreover, Principia Ethica has always overshadowed it,
so dominating critical discussions of Moore's work that even experts on his moral philosophy have tended to ignore it.3
This neglect is a shame. As mentioned above, Ethics is Moore's only other book on moral philosophy, and one of only
a handful of post-Principia publications dealing with ethics. For this reason alone Ethics deserves to be rescued from
obscurity. Moreover, its detailed discussions of utilitarianism, free will, and the objectivity of moral judgments find no
real counterpart in Principia Ethica. The republication of Ethics thus rounds out our understanding of Moore's ethical
thought. But the book's value goes beyond its historical or scholarly interest. A short, but philosophically rich
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2 Leonard Woolf, Beginning Again: An Autobiography of the Years 1911–1918 (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1964), 41–2.
3 For example, Brian Hutchinson's G. E. Moore's Ethical Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) refers only four times to Ethics although it proclaims itself to

be ‘the first comprehensive study’ of Moore's ethical thought.



text, Ethics stands independent of Principia and repays careful study in its own right. This judgment, it must be
confessed, runs counter to that of the numerous philosophers who have snubbed or disparaged Ethics. (A ‘rather
pedestrian restatement of themes from [Principia]’ is a representative charge.4) But it coincides with that of Moore
himself, who regarded the book highly. Thirty years after its publication, he wrote, ‘I myself like [it] better than Principia
Ethica, because it seems to me to be much clearer and far less full of confusions and invalid arguments’.5

RETRIEVING ETHICS FROM THE SHADOW OF PRINCIPIA
Although reviewers did not immediately hail it as a classic, Principia Ethica proved to be a groundbreaking work. With a
great deal of bravura, it claimed to be the first ethical treatise to undertake the task of precisely formulating the basic
questions of ethics, clarifying the differences among them, defining their fundamental concepts, and specifying the
procedures appropriate to answering them. By self-consciously striving for clarity and argumentative rigor and by
attending closely to distinctions that other philosophers were seen as having overlooked, Principia's style contributed
significantly to the emergence of analytic philosophy. In this respect, its historical impact is beyond question. Even
more important, Principia Ethica shaped the nature and course of moral philosophy for decades to come. It shifted the
discipline away from synthetic and systematic moral theorizing and toward conceptual analysis—that is, toward an
explicit preoccupation with the meaning of moral terms and the nature of moral language, and with what this
investigation implies for the possibility of justifying ethical judgments. Until the publication of John Rawls's A Theory of
Justice in 1971, no single work of twentieth-century ethics was to surpass Principia in influence and importance.

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION ix

4 Thomas Baldwin, G. E. Moore (London: Routledge, 1990), 134.
5 G. E. Moore, ‘An Autobiography’, in Paul Arthur Schlipp (ed.), The Philosophy of G. E. Moore , 3rd edn. (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1968), 27.



Principia designated moral philosophy's most important task to be clarification of the concept of good. Moore famously
urged that good is a simple notion that cannot be defined or broken down by analysis into more primitive, constituent
parts. Rather, goodness is a simple and unique property, one that is nonnatural in the sense that it is neither reducible
nor equivalent to any natural, empirical property, on the one hand, nor to any metaphysical or supernatural property,
on the other. This is shown, Moore thought, by what has come to be called the ‘open-question argument’: Whenever a
theorist equates good with some property x, one can still respond with perfect intelligibility, ‘I know that this thing is x,
but is it good?’ To be sure, in Moore's view the things that are good are really existing natural objects or states of
affairs, but there is no property or characteristic, other than that of goodness, that is both common and peculiar to
them. The failure to recognize this—the failure to appreciate that good denotes a unique, indefinable, and unanalyzable
property—and thus to identify this simple notion with some other notion is what Moore calls the ‘naturalistic fallacy’.

Moore was a cognitivist who believed that there are true ethical propositions and that we can know some of them. But
his doctrine that ethical knowledge involves the apprehension of a nonnatural property (namely, goodness) never
found as much favor as did his bracing critique of the naturalistic fallacy. Although this critique had a powerful impact,
the appeal of Moore's nonnaturalistic cognitivism was, by contrast, relatively weak. In the decades following Principia,
many philosophers who were persuaded by the former ended up abandoning cognitivism altogether in favor of the
position that distinctively ethical discourse is not cognitive at all, but rather an expression of attitude or emotion. As a
result of this development, twentieth-century metaethics is commonly portrayed as a three-way dispute among
naturalism, nonnaturalism, and noncognitivism.

Because the philosophical climate Moore helped to create reinforced the priority of issues of meaning, language, and
justification, his own contribution to ethics came to be seen as residing solely in his resistance to naturalism and in his
thesis that ‘good’ names a simple, unanalyzable property. But despite this
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legacy, Principia Ethica's objectives were not exclusively or even primarily metaethical, for Moore also wanted to address
two substantive questions: What kinds of things are good in themselves, and what kinds of actions ought we to
perform? Indeed, Moore undoubtedly believed that a correct understanding of the concept of good was the first task
of ethics precisely because he was a normative consequentialist for whom the rightness or wrongness of our actions is
a function of the goodness or badness of their results. It is an irony of intellectual history that by propelling ethics
toward metaethical concerns, Principia Ethica encouraged the very tendencies that led philosophers to neglect its own
substantive normative theory. Yet, had it not been for that substantive theory—in particular, had Moore not embraced
consequentialism—then he would have had little reason to insist that grasping the concept of good was the first
priority of philosophical ethics.

One merit of Moore's Ethics is that it brings normative theory to the fore. Although nominally intended as an
introductory survey of some fundamental issues of ethics,6 the book in fact serves as a vehicle for laying out Moore's
own distinctive theory and defending it against various challenges. To be sure, Principia also presents Moore's account
of right and wrong, but Ethics is better argued, better written and organized, and more accessible than Principia. As an
early reviewer noted, Ethics is a more philosophically mature work, in which an ‘increased perception of difficulties has
led to greater caution and subtlety in the selection of arguments, which, many of them quite different from those used
in the “Principia,” are all stated with an almost miraculous clearness and simplicity’.7

Focusing more directly and exclusively on normative theory than Principia does, and presenting Moore's own views in a
lucid and economical way, the book defends theses that are more

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION xi

6 See Ethics , 3. Early reviews of Ethics opined that it was probably not a very good book for beginners, a judgment from which it is difficult to dissent. See Harold P. Cooke,
‘Critical Notice: Ethics . By G. E. Moore’,Mind , 22/88 (Oct. 1913), 552, and Walter B. Pitkin, ‘Ethics . G. E. Moore’, Journal of Philosophy, Psychology, and Scientific Methods , 10/
8 (10 Apr. 1913), 222.

7 Sydney Waterlow, ‘Ethics . By G. E. Moore’, International Journal of Ethics , 23/3 (Apr. 1913), 345.



pertinent to contemporary ethics—where debate flourishes over the interpretation and assessment of utilitarianism
and various forms of consequentialism—than are the sometimes dated and rather obscure metaethical arguments of
Principia. In particular, the reader finds in Ethics no mention of the naturalistic fallacy or the proposition that ‘good’
names a simple, unanalyzable property. Although these hallmark theses of Principia have generated decades of
seemingly endless and often opaque interpretative discussion, Moore himself soon developed grave doubts about
them,8 which no doubt explains their absence from Ethics along with some of Principia's more reckless arguments.
Although in some ways Moore's Principia challenge to naturalism still lies at the heart of metaethical debate,
philosophical discussion over the past century has moved beyond his own contribution to that debate.9 Moreover,
metaethics has ceased to dominate moral philosophy. Since the publication of A Theory of Justice, many analytically
minded philosophers have set aside traditional metaethical topics in order to investigate and assess rival normative
principles and theories, including, in particular, utilitarianism in all its variants. Thus, as the contemporary relevance of
Principia has waned that of Ethics has waxed.

UTILITARIANISM
The first two chapters of Ethics explain and closely analyze the normative structure of utilitarianism (or, to be more
precise, what philosophers today would call ‘hedonistic act utilitarianism’). The theory Moore discusses might
appropriately be called classical utilitarianism because Sidgwick pretty clearly endorsed it or something very like it, and
many commentators interpret Bentham, Mill, and other nineteenth-century utilitarians as

xii EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

8 See the ‘Preface to the Second Edition’ that Moore drafted but abandoned, in Principia Ethica , rev. edn., ed. Thomas Baldwin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1993); ‘Is Goodness a Quality?’ in G. E. Moore, Philosophical Papers (New York: Collier, 1962), 98 (repr. from Aristotelian Society , Supplementary Vol. XI , 1932); and C. Lewy,
‘G. E. Moore on the Naturalistic Fallacy’, in P. F. Strawson (ed.), Studies in the Philosophy of Thought and Action (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), 137.

9 See Stephen Darwall, Allan Gibbard, and Peter Railton, ‘Toward Fin de Siècle Ethics: Some Trends’, Philosophical Review , 101/1 (Jan. 1992).



implicitly committed to it.10 Moore did not consider himself a utilitarian, but as the book proceeds, it eventually
becomes clear that he accepts classical utilitarianism's consequentialist account of right and wrong although not its
hedonistic value theory (see pp. 118, 121). These opening chapters are a model of analytic exposition as Moore, with a
thoroughness and care sometimes bordering on pedantry, lays out utilitarianism's theoretical structure and contrasts
various distinct, but closely related theses. Moore expounds the utilitarian theory with far greater precision than the
classical utilitarian thinkers had ever achieved. Along the way he makes a number of pertinent and illuminating points,
many of which philosophers today overlook, and he implicitly corrects various sloppy formulations of the theory that
are still all too common. For example, at page 10 he explains why it is inaccurate to present utilitarianism as holding
that the right action is the one that maximizes pleasure or that produces a maximum balance of pleasure over pain
(although for convenience he ‘adopt[s] this loose way of speaking’).

These days most utilitarians take the moral goal to be happiness or well-being rather than pleasure, but one can readily
modify the terms of Moore's exposition accordingly. In any case, in its classic, hedonistic act-oriented variant,
utilitarianism holds that ‘a voluntary action is right, whenever and only when no other action possible to the agent
under the circumstances would have caused more pleasure; in all other cases, it is wrong’.11 This formulation identifies
both the characteristic shared by all right actions, and only right actions, and the distinctive characteristic of all and only
wrong actions. Moore then goes on to spell out the concepts of ought and duty and to trace their logical relations with
the concepts of right and wrong (pp. 14–17).

EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION xiii

10 Moore is cautious on this point. He writes: ‘Whether this theory has ever been held in exactly the form in which I have stated it, I should not like to say. But many people
have certainly held something very like it; and it seems to be what is often meant by the familiar name “Utilitarianism” ’ (p. 38). See also William H. Shaw, Contemporary Ethics:
Taking Account of Utilitarianism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 8–10.

11 p.13. By ‘more pleasure’Moore has in mind ‘greater net pleasure’; that is, outcome A is better than outcome B, and hence to be chosen over it, if it contains a greater balance
of pleasure over pain than B does (or, where neither A nor B produces a positive balance of pleasure, A produces less excess pain than B does). By ‘possible to the agent’ he
means that the agent could have performed the action if he or she had chosen to do so.



The utilitarian principle encompasses not only actions actually performed but also actions that would have been right
or wrong if they had been done in the past or would be right or wrong if they were to be done in the future. However,
the principle as stated affirms only that as a matter of fact right action always does bring about at least as much
pleasure on the whole as anything else the agent could have done and that wrong actions fail to do so and, ‘considering
how the Universe is constituted’ (p. 21), always will fail to do so. The principle does not assert that an action is right
because it maximizes pleasure or wrong because it fails to do so. With logical consistency, one could believe that the
production of pleasure reliably indicates where our duty lies—even that it is ‘an absolutely universal criterion of right and
wrong’ (p. 21)—but yet deny that the production of pleasure accounts for why our duty lies where it does. One could
believe, in other words, that although the right action always produces at least as much pleasure as any alternative open
to the agent, this fact does not explain its rightness.

As Moore sees it, then, utilitarianism is committed to a second and distinct thesis, namely, that actions are right (or
wrong) because they maximize (or fail to maximize) pleasure. This second thesis cuts away the possibility that
maximizing pleasure reliably indicates rightness only because it coincides with the production of some other result (or,
one might add, with the manifestation of some intrinsic characteristic) on which the rightness of actions actually
depends. Furthermore, utilitarianism asserts not only that actions are right because they maximize pleasure in the
universe as it actually is, but also ‘that this would be so in all conceivable circumstances and in any conceivable Universe’
(p. 26). The utilitarian principle is thus unconditional, with the connection between rightness and maximizing pleasure
similar, Moore says, to that between two and four when we say that two times two equals four. In any circumstances
whatsoever—in any possible world—it will always be one's duty to choose an action that causes more pleasure rather
than one that causes less.

Are utilitarians indeed committed to this further position? The question is pertinent because critics of the theory
frequently attack it by arguing that in certain hypothetical or imaginary
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circumstances the imperative to maximize happiness would oblige us to do abominable things and that therefore
utilitarianism fails to provide an acceptable normative standard and must be rejected. Alleged counterexamples along
these lines are legion, but slavery is a perennial favorite. We can imagine, the critic says, social and economic
circumstances in which society's permitting slavery would maximize happiness. As a result, or so the critic contends,
utilitarians must uphold slavery. But because we know that slavery is immoral, the very fact that utilitarianism might
conceivably endorse it requires us to repudiate the theory. To this line of attack, it appears irrelevant to respond as
many utilitarians are inclined to do (and as all of them probably believe) that slavery never in fact maximizes long-run
human well-being; history shows this. The critics, for their part, simply reply, ‘yes, but suppose, counterfactually, that in
a particular case slavery did maximize happiness; then, utilitarianism would have to endorse it’.

Utilitarians have responded to this type of criticism in various ways, but one relevant rejoinder goes like this. Human
nature, human psychology, and human social dynamics being what they are, slavery will never in fact maximize
pleasure. Given this, the abstract possibility that, in some logically possible world, slavery does maximize pleasure is an
irrelevant basis of critique. To imagine, as the critic is in effect doing, slavery without its socially and psychologically
necessary consequences is idle. Moreover, the utilitarian rejoins, we condemn slavery so strongly precisely because of
the misery we know it brings to human beings as they actually are, and for this reason utilitarianism accounts for
slavery in the real world more aptly and effectively than do other moral theories.

Can utilitarians plausibly deny that they need to worry if their principles have counterintuitive implications when
applied to a world in which human beings or the laws of nature are assumed to be fundamentally different from what
they are in our world? This denial could be understood in different ways. On the one hand, utilitarians could be seen,
contrary to Moore, as simply declining to assert that their standard holds in all possible worlds. And indeed Bentham
and Mill do seem to premise their utilitarianism on an understanding of human nature and the laws that
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govern it. On the other hand, utilitarians could be seen as affirming that maximization of pleasure or happiness
constitutes the standard of rightness in all possible worlds, but as rejecting the assumption that counterexamples based
on wildly counterfactual circumstances can undermine this standard. Conceding that slavery could conceivably
maximize happiness, they would in effect be responding to their critics as follows: ‘If you imagine a world so different
from ours that slavery enhances overall, long-term utility, then you cannot fairly criticize utilitarianism's implications
for that world on the basis of moral intuitions formed in a world (namely, ours) where slavery is inevitably malign’.

Utilitarians have not always thought their position through on these matters, and a merit of Ethics is that it forces them
to do so. For his own part, Moore was unswerving in his normative stance: If we have to choose between two actions,
A and B, where the outcome of A involves more net good than that of B, then it would always be our duty to choose
A, no matter what A and B might be like in other respects. And this, he believes, holds true in all possible worlds. But
then Moore was never compelled to address the various putative counterexamples to utilitarianism and to his sort of
consequentialism that make up the standard repertoire of nonconsequentialists today. He did, however, employ the
counterexample technique himself to critique hedonism.

HEDONISM AND INTRINSIC VALUE
As mentioned earlier, Moore's ethical theory differs from util-itarianism in one critical respect. Although he joins
utilitarians in affirming the normative thesis that

an action is right, only if no action, which the agent could have done instead, would have had intrinsically better results: while an action is
wrong, only if the agent could have done some other action instead whose total results would have been intrinsically better (p. 30)

he dissents from the theory of good associated with classical utilitarianism, rejecting the thesis that

any Universe, or part of a Universe, which contains more pleasure, is always intrinsically better than one which contains less (p. 29)
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as well as the more general hedonistic doctrine that

a whole is intrinsically good, whenever and only when it contains an excess of pleasure over pain; intrinsically bad, whenever and only when it
contains an excess of pain over pleasure; and intrinsically indifferent, whenever and only when it contains neither. (p. 31)

In repudiating classical utilitarianism's value theory, Moore relies on counterexamples that draw out one's anti-
hedonistic intuitions and provide an apparent reductio ad absurdum of the proposition that intrinsic value is always
proportional to quantity of pleasure (pp. 24–5, 123–4). Moore concedes that the issue is incapable of proof one way or
the other and that thus there is no way of proving wrong someone who, for example, seriously believed that the state
of mind of a drunkard ‘intensely pleased with breaking crockery’ would be just as valuable as that of someone ‘who is
fully realizing all that is exquisite in the tragedy of King Lear’ if both mental states were equally pleasurable. But if
someone did believe this, ‘it is self-evident that he would be wrong’ (pp. 123–4).

Moore suggests that theorists have often been seduced into hedonism by the following enticing but erroneous chain of
reasoning: If one plausibly assumes that no whole has intrinsic value unless it contains some pleasure, then if we
subtract from an intrinsically good whole all the pleasure it contains (A), then the remainder (B) would appear to have
no intrinsic value. But, if so, it seems to follow that the value of A + B cannot be greater than the value of A by itself
and thus that we cannot add value to any whole except by adding pleasure to it. Moore responds to this line of thinking
by challenging the implicit assumption that the intrinsic value of A and B existing together in some relation to each
other must equal the value that A would have, if it existed by itself, plus the value that B would have, if it existed alone.
Instead, he affirms ‘the principle that the amount by which the value of a whole exceeds that of one of its factors is not necessarily
equal to that of the remaining factor’ (p. 128, emphasis in original). In Principia Ethica (although not in Ethics), Moore refers
to this as the ‘principle of organic relations’ or the ‘principle of organic
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unities’ and labels ‘organic’ those wholes, the intrinsic value of which is not equal to the intrinsic value of their parts.12

To say something is ‘intrinsically good’ means, Moore writes, that its existence would be a good thing even if it existed
quite alone, without any further accompaniments or effects (p. 32). Similarly, to assert that A is intrinsically better than
B is ‘to assert that if A existed quite alone, without any accompaniments or effects whatever—if, in short, A constituted
the whole Universe, it would be better that such a Universe should exist, than that a Universe which consisted solely of
B should exist instead’ (p. 28). Armed with these definitions, one can use thought experiments, or what Principia calls
the ‘method of absolute isolation’,13 to discover whether any given thing is intrinsically good, bad or indifferent, and to
what degree, and whether it is intrinsically better or worse than something else.14 Moore goes on to dis-tinguish
something's being intrinsically good from its being ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’, and he points out some
of the different senses in which something can be called good.15 In particular, one must distinguish the question
whether, and to what degree, a thing is intrinsically good from the question whether it is capable of adding to or
subtracting from the intrinsic value of a whole of which it forms part and from the further question whether, and to
what extent, its effects are good or bad.

xviii EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION

12 See Principia Ethica , §§ 18–22, 54. Over the years, various philosophers have embraced Moore's principle as an important insight in value theory, starting with Hastings
Rashdall, who described it as ‘a new and striking way of stating a very old truth’; see Rashdall, The Theory of Good and Evil , 2nd edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1924;
1st pub.1907), ii. 40 n. For contemporary discussions of Moore's principle, see Jonathan Dancy, ‘Are There Organic Unities?’, Ethics , 113/3 (Apr. 2003); Noah M. Lemos,
Intrinsic Value: Concept and Warrant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), ch. 3; and Michael J. Zimmerman, The Nature of Intrinsic Value (Lanham, Md.: Rowman
& Littlefield, 2001), ch. 5. Consult also Baldwin, G. E. Moore , 126–9; Russell Hardin,Morality within the Limits of Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 7, 19,
20; and T. L. S. Sprigge, The Rational Foundations of Ethics (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1988), 36–40.

13 See e.g. Principia Ethica , §§ 53–5, 112.
14 Many philosophers have endorsed Moore's approach to intrinsic value or something very similar to it. See W. D. Ross, The Right and the Good , ed. Philip Stratton-Lake

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002;1st pub.1930), 68, 75; Peter Railton, ‘Alienation, Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality’, Philosophy and Public Affairs , 13/2
(spring 1984), 149 n; Lemos, Intrinsic Value , 10–11; and Zimmerman, The Nature of Intrinsic Value , 132.

15 Ethics , 33–7, 130–1. Little attention has been paid to the distinction Moore draws between intrinsic goodness and ultimate goodness. But Ross, for one, saw it as important.
See The Right and the Good , 69.



Moore rejects not only hedonism, but also the very notion that intrinsic value ‘is always in proportion to the quantity of
any other single factor whatever’, such as knowledge, virtue, or love. This is because, however valuable these things may
be, we can always increase the value of a whole that contains any one of them ‘not only by adding more of that one,
but also by adding something else instead’ (p. 128). Moore is a pluralist who maintains that there are an immense variety of
things that are intrinsically good, but that there is no characteristic or set of characteristics that always distinguishes a
whole that has more intrinsic value from one that has less.16 In Principia, Moore famously contended that personal
affection and the appreciation of what is beautiful are far and away the greatest intrinsic goods and, further, that this
judgment is so obvious that probably no one has ever doubted it.17 But in Ethics he wisely steers clear of Principia's
overbold value judgments, pleading that he lacks space to classify the chief kinds of things that are intrinsically good or
intrinsically bad or to discuss the factors upon which their goodness or badness depends.18

Ethics does, however, endorse the view that ‘every intrinsic good must be a complex whole containing a considerable
variety of different factors’, which entails that pleasure, no matter how intense, is by itself too simple to be an intrinsic
good (p. 129). Nothing, though, can be intrinsically good ‘unless it contains some feeling towards something as a part of
itself ’ as well as ‘some other form of consciousness’, and among the feelings it contains there must probably be some
amount of pleasure (pp. 86, 129). The intrinsic value of a whole, however, cannot be reduced to the value of the
individual experiences it contains, still less to the goodness or badness of its impact on different people's lives. Because
for Moore a state of affairs can have intrinsic value above and beyond any contribution it makes to the good of
individuals,
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17 Principia Ethica , § 113. Bertrand Russell, for one, agreed, writing that Moore's views about the good ‘are almost all unhesitatingly affirmed by common sense’; see Russell,

‘The Meaning of the Good’, Independent Review , 2 (Mar. 1904), 331.
18 Ethics , 129. Moore also remarks that ethical philosophers are not generally concerned with laying down specific rules of conduct or ‘giving lists of things which are good and

others which are evil’ (p. 1).



his theory of value breaks decisively with that of utilitarianism, even in the latter's most sophisticated contemporary
forms.

Moore always maintained that intrinsic value is an objective matter and took it for granted, as utilitarians typically do
also, that it is possible to make impartial, agent-neutral judgments about the goodness or badness of different states of
affairs. In particular, when we ‘judge, concerning a particular state of things that it would be worth while—would be “a
good thing”—that that state of things should exist, even if nothing else were to exist besides’, we are not, Ethics contends,
merely making an assertion about our own or anybody else's attitude toward that state of affairs (pp. 83–4). And
Moore specifically rejects the notion that to say that a state of affairs is intrinsically good is to say that one desires it or
is pleased at the idea of it. However, he never considered the anti-consequentialist objection advanced by some
contemporary philosophers that nothing can be ‘just plain good’; it can only be good from some particular perspective
or along some particular dimension. Believing that there is no such thing as goodness but only ‘goodness in a way’,
these philosophers deny that one outcome can be better than another outcome—not better from some particular point
of view, but simply better, better tout court.19 Moore granted that the word good is ambiguous and that people use it in
different senses on different occasions (p. 82), but he also maintained that this fact doesn't prevent one from talking
about goodness in the specific sense that he has identified as intrinsic goodness.

MOORE'S COMMITMENT TO CONSEQUENTIALISM
Although he accepted utilitarianism's outcome-oriented account of right and wrong, Moore didn't view himself as a
utilitarian, presumably because he understood utilitarianism to be firmly yoked to hedonism. He never, however,
labeled his own distinctive
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ethical system. One might call him a ‘nonhedonistic utilitarian’ or, as early commentators did, an ‘ideal utilitarian’, but
his theory of value is far enough removed from utilitarianism for these tags to be rather misleading.20 In tune with
contemporary usage, he is probably better described simply as a ‘consequentialist’. Philosophers today label as
consequentialist any theory that shares the generic teleological normative structure of utilitarianism but not necessarily
its account of good, and in the past twenty years or so they have increasingly made consequentialism an object of
analysis and debate in its own right. This growing attention and interest in both consequentialism and the many
variants of utilitarianism21 give Moore's normative theory, in general, and his Ethics, in particular, greater relevance than
ever.22

Actual-Results Consequentialism.
As Ethics makes clear in Chapter 5, what matters to Moore as a consequentialist are the actual consequences that an
action has (and that alternative actions would have had), rather than the consequences that were antecedently probable,
that the agent had reason to expect, or that it was possible for him to foresee. The choice between ‘actual-results
consequentialism’ and ‘probable-results consequentialism’ divides the consequentialist camp. Those who lean toward
some form of probable-results consequentialism do so because cases can occur where a conscientious agent chooses
with the utmost care to act in the way that it is overwhelmingly reasonable to believe will produce the most good and,
yet, because of completely unforeseeable factors, this action turns out to be less than optimal. Criticizing this unlucky
agent for doing
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wrong seems harsh. As Moore acknowledges, it seems paradoxical to contend that the agent ought not to have chosen
the course of conduct that at the time of decision he or she had every reason to think would be for the best—especially
because we would want any agent, faced with an identical situation and the same information, to make the same choice
that the unlucky agent did. On the other hand, Moore finds it even more paradoxical to assert that an action was right
when an alternative course of conduct would have made the world better.

Moore was probably led to actual-results consequentialism by his commitment to ethical objectivity (discussed in the
next section) and by his fear of making rightness a function of what people believe. On Moore's behalf, one can argue
that what consequentialists should care about is whether a contemplated action will maximize good, not just whether it
is reasonable for a moral agent to believe that it will. Even reasonable mistakes can cause serious harm, and we want to
be in a position to allow for retrospective criticism of them. We may also want to persuade people to act a certain way
even if it is contrary to what they reasonably believe.23 Actual-results consequentialism provides a normative standard
that appears, theoretically anyway, unambiguous and objective whereas by introducing probability and other epistemic
considerations probable-results consequentialism leaves us with a less wieldy standard. Moore makes his position more
viable and increases its plausibility by distinguishing between right and wrong, on the one hand, and what is morally
blameworthy or praiseworthy, on the other, and also by pointing out that we can be justified in saying that an agent
absolutely ought to choose the action that (as far as one can see) will be the best, even though it may really be true (as
one will learn later) that she ought not to have chosen that particular action. In line with this, some actual-results
consequentialists distinguish between objective rightness and the action it would have been reasonable or subjectively
right for the agent to perform.24 Moore once came
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close to acknowledging such a distinction,25 but neither in Ethics nor elsewhere else does he endorse it or advocate
dividing rightness into two kinds.26

Although actual-results consequentialism has its defenders, it faces various philosophical challenges. For one thing, the
results of our actions seem to extend indefinitely into the future and to do so with repercussions we cannot even begin
to guess at. If so, it may be impossible even in theory to assess an action's actual results. Moreover, comparing the
actual results of what we did with what the actual results would have been, had we done an alternative action, becomes
problematic if determinism is false. In a nondeterministic world, the notion of ‘what the actual consequences of an
alternative action would have been’ is indeterminate. This is not an indeterminacy in what we can know, but in the way
things are. There is simply no fact of the matter as to what would have happened.

The Case for Consequentialism.
Moore always saw the rightness or wrongness of an action as dependent on the comparative, net goodness of its
outcome. In Principia Ethica, in fact, he maintained that this link between right and good was borne out in our ethical
terminology itself, that consequentialism is, in effect, a definitional truth. Here are two examples:

The assertions ‘This action is right’ or ‘is my duty’ are equivalent to the assertion that the total results of the action in question will be the best
possible.

The assertion ‘I am morally bound to perform this action’ is identical with the assertion ‘This action will produce the greatest amount of good
in the Universe.’27

Turning the open-question argument against him, Bertrand Russell soon persuaded Moore that he was wrong about
this—there is, after
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all, no linguistic impropriety in saying, ‘I know this action would have the best results, but I still want to know whether
it is morally required of me’.28

As a result, in EthicsMoore backs away from Principia's de-finitional claims, acknowledging that it is not a tautology to
say that it is always our duty to do what will have the best consequences (p. 89). The proposition that ‘It would be
better that A should exist quite alone than that B should exist quite alone’ does not seem identical, he now writes, to
the proposition that ‘Supposing we had to choose between an action of which A would be the sole effect, and one of
which B would be the sole effect, it would be our duty to choose the former rather than the latter’.29 In asserting the
one we are not saying exactly the same thing as in asserting the other. But if these propositions are not identical in
meaning, Moore contends, they are nevertheless equivalent: ‘whenever the one is true, the other is certainly also true’
(p. 30). As he was later to put it, ‘The right or obligatory action is always and necessarily the act which is most conducive
to intrinsic good’; there is ‘a necessary and reciprocal connection’ between the two notions.30 Thus:

Wherever it is true that it would be our duty to choose A rather than B … it is always also true that it would be better that A should exist quite
alone than that B should exist quite alone. And … conversely, that wherever it is true that any one thing or set of things, A, is intrinsically
better than another, B, there it would always also be our duty to choose … A … rather than … B. (p. 28)

Why should one accept this? Moore's answer in Ethics is simply that it is self-evident. One cannot prove that ‘it must
always be our duty to do what will produce the best effects upon the whole’ or ‘the duty of any being who had to choose
between two actions, one of which he knew would have better total effects than the other, to choose the former’ (pp. 87,
121). Nevertheless, Moore finds the truth of these propositions undeniable, writing
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for instance: ‘It seems to me to be self-evident that knowingly to do an action which would make the world, on the
whole, really and truly worse than if we had acted differently, must always be wrong’.31

For Moore, ‘good’ and ‘ought’ are deeply and inextricably tied. In an early lecture, Moore writes that to describe
something as good is to say that it ought to be, and he urges his listeners to accept the principle that ‘you ought always
to do that which is a means to what ought to be’. Unless we accept this principle, he proclaims, we cannot give a reason
for our conduct.32 For something to be intrinsically good just is for it to be something that it would be our duty to
choose over nothing at all, and for A to be intrinsically better than B just is for it to be the case that we have a duty to
choose it over B.

We have already seen that one might challenge Moore's assumption that the good is an objective, agent-neutral value,
that states of affairs can therefore be assessed as better or worse, and thus that everyone has a reason to prefer a world
with more good to a world with less. But there is another problem for Moore's consequentialism. It concerns his
moving from the proposition that one ought always to prefer the better state of affairs to the worse state of affairs, to
the proposition that one should always act so as to maximize good. From the fact that one state of affairs is better than
another it follows, for Moore, not only that we ought to prefer the former state of affairs but also that we ought to
endeavor to bring it about and, indeed, that we should, more generally, always strive to realize as much good as
possible. To put the point in a different way, Moore moves from saying that everyone has a reason to prefer the
greatest good to saying that everyone has a conclusive and overriding reason to pursue it. Yet this step is far
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from self-evident. In particular, one might grant that we have a duty to promote the good and yet urge that this duty
has limits or that we can have other, distinct and possibly conflicting duties as well. Moore never entertains this
possibility.

Because Moore's discussion of intrinsic goodness in Ethics and elsewhere is so abstract, some commentators see the
notion as bloodless and, hence, find uncompelling the putative requirement that we always act so as to maximize it. (By
contrast, even nonutilitarians can see the attractiveness of the notion that one should promote human well-being as
much as possible.) However, many respected moral theorists, such as Derek Parfit and Shelly Kagan from our own
day, and Bertrand Russell and C. D. Broad from an earlier period, have concurred with Moore in thinking it obvious
that the morally right action is that which best promotes the good. Still, at the present stage of philosophical debate, a
bald appeal to self-evidence is unlikely to win over those not already persuaded to the consequentialist cause. Moore
does, however, buttress substantially his case for consequentialism by countering the challenge of egoism (pp. 118–21),
by rebutting the proposition that an action's rightness depends wholly or partly on one's motives (pp. 94–8), and by
contesting the nonconsequentialist contention that sometimes we have a duty to act in ways that do not have the best
possible consequences and, indeed, that sometimes it would be positively wrong of us to act in the way that does (pp.
90–4).

The chief reason people endorse this latter contention, Moore suggests, is that they believe that certain kinds of actions
are absolutely always right (or wrong) and, more specifically, that certain rules are always, without exception, to be
obeyed. Although these people may go on to say that certain things ought to be done or certain rules obeyed ‘whatever
the consequences might be’, in fact they are likely to say this only because they implicitly believe that these kinds of
actions always do produce the best results. They fail to distinguish ‘between the question whether disobedience to the
rule ever could produce the best possible consequences, and the question whether, if it did, then disobedience would be
wrong’ (p. 93). If they were to separate these questions and think the matter through, Moore maintains,
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then most people who are now disposed to believe that certain moral rules should absolutely always be followed would
give up this view. Unfortunately, Moore's critique of nonconsequentialism illicitly benefits from lumping together
distinct nonconsequentialist positions. As is widely recognized these days, the extreme ‘whatever the consequences’
position is hardly consequentialism's only or indeed most plausible rival. This position does, to be sure, entail that an
action can be right even if its consequences are not the best possible, but someone can agree with that idea without
believing that consequences are totally irrelevant to rightness and wrongness. Denying that consequences are the whole
normative story, as the moderate consequentialist does, does not entail that they play no role at all in it. Thus, contrary
to what Moore implies, one can abandon the position ‘that there are certain kinds of action which ought absolutely
always and quite unconditionally to be done or avoided’ (p. 94) without ending up a consequentialist.

If Moore's appeal to self-evidence and his critique of nonconsequentialism are judged inconclusive, does this
assessment fatally undermine his consequentialist project? I think not. The fact that Moore fails to prove his basic
consequentialist principle puts his theory in no worse position than its competitors. So far, all attempts to rigorously
establish some first principle of morality have been exposed as vulnerable to serious objections, and few if any
normative theories avoid reliance on some ungrounded moral assumptions or escape altogether an appeal to our
ethical intuitions. Here, as elsewhere, ‘justification is a matter of the mutual support of many considerations, of
everything fitting together into one coherent view’.33 In Moore's case, the consequentialist principle might best be
interpreted simply as an axiom of his normative ethics. This principle may have some direct, intuitive appeal, but the
real test of Moore's approach will be the overall plausibility and coherence of the normative system that can be built
around it. This in turn will depend on how successfully or unsuccessfully that system can respond to perceived
problems in both its consequentialist orientation and its value theory and on the extent to which, when compared
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to rival normative theories, it provides a lucid, morally cogent, and intellectually attractive account of right and wrong.
On these questions, I submit, the jury has yet to reach a verdict.

THE OBJECTIVITY OF RIGHT AND WRONG
Living up to the consequentialist normative principle that Moore endorses can be problematic because we rarely, if
ever, know the full outcomes of our actions (let alone those of the alternative actions we could have performed), and
accurately measuring and comparing the good they produce or would produce are difficult. Moore's pluralistic value
theory compounds this latter difficulty because it seems inevitably to invite value judgments that are contestable, a
problem that the principle of organic unities only intensifies. Nevertheless, like other consequentialists Moore
maintains that in principle there is an objective answer to questions of right and wrong, however hard it may be to
obtain that answer in practice. Further and more specifically, his consequentialism implies that a particular action—say,
Brutus's stabbing Caesar—cannot be both right and wrong, either at the same time or at different times. At any
particular time, Moore contends, this action must be either right or wrong and, whichever it is at that time, it will be the
same at all other times.

In Ethics Moore argues at length against theories that deny this proposition and thus reject what he sees as the
objectivity of moral judgments. Although he believes that it is self-evident that no voluntary action can be both right
and wrong, this judgment cannot be proved. ‘Like all ultimate questions, it is incapable of strict proof either way’ (p.
43). However, Moore believes that it is possible to marshal independent arguments against the most common theories
that entail or imply that actions can be both right and wrong, and this is what he endeavors to do. The theories he has
in mind treat moral obligation as ‘merely a psychological idea’ by making right and wrong a function of the mental
attitudes of some person or set of persons.34
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One influential theory of this sort 35—call it ‘private subjectivism’—states that, when one asserts an action to be right
or wrong, one is asserting merely that one has some particular attitude toward the action in question. It might be,
Moore observes, that whenever one judges an action right, then one has some feeling toward that action; it might even
be that one only makes such a judgment because one has a certain feeling. But private subjectivism goes beyond this. It
holds that judgments about right and wrong are simply judgments about one's own feelings (whatever the relevant
feelings are taken to be). Sometimes, of course, two different people have opposite feelings toward the same action.
When this happens, private subjectivism implies that there is no difference of moral opinion between them. Moore
maintains that this fact constitutes an ‘absolutely fatal objection’ to private subjectivism:

If, when one man says, ‘This action is right,’ and another answers, ‘No, it is not right,’ each of them is always merely making an assertion about
his own feelings, it plainly follows that there is never really any difference of opinion between them: the one of them is never really contradicting
what the other is asserting… [But] it is surely plain matter of fact that when I assert an action to be wrong, and another man asserts it to be
right, there sometimes is a real difference of opinion between us: he sometimes is denying the very thing which I am asserting. (pp. 50–1)

Since this is Moore's main argument against private subjectivism,36 it may be worth clarifying it by recasting it with
symbols. Moore's consequentialism (C) implies that no single action can be both right and wrong (N). Moore thinks
that the truth of N is evident, but that it cannot be proved. Some people, however, believe non-N and thus reject C.
One reason they believe non-N is that they accept private subjectivism (S), which entails it. S also entails that there are
no genuine moral disagreements (non-D). Yet D is a plain matter of fact; thus S is false, and one important ground for
rejecting N is undercut.

Decades later Charles Stevenson upheld private subjectivism against Moore's attack. Stevenson contended that when A
says
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‘X is right’ and B says ‘X is not right’, they are differing not in opinion, as Moore thinks, but rather in the attitudes they
are expressing toward X.37 What Moore takes to be a case of differing moral opinions is really only a case of conflicting
emotional attitudes. Thus, contrary to Moore, D is not a ‘plain matter of fact’; people can differ in moral matters
without holding logically incompatible opinions. Therefore, private subjectivism does not have the false implication
Moore thinks it does.

In defense of Moore, one might argue that ‘X is right’ contradicts ‘X is not right’ in a way that ‘I approve of X’ when
said by one person does not contradict ‘I disapprove of X’ when said by another.38 In his reply to Stevenson, however,
Moore conceded that his original argument was inconclusive, but he didn't revise his opinion of private subjectivism.
Although he acknowledged that to assert that Brutus was right to stab Caesar suggests or implies that one approves of
Brutus's doing so, Moore nevertheless maintains that to assert that the action is right is not to assert that one does
approve of it, nor is one's approval entailed by what one does assert. And Moore balked at the idea, implicit in
Stevenson's position, that ‘right’ means something different every time it is used in predication.39

Moore consistently rejected private subjectivism, but he was unsure what to make of the more radical noncognitivism
suggested by some of Stevenson's remarks. This more radical position holds that when one asserts that Brutus's action
was right, one is asserting nothing whatsoever that could possibly be true or false—that is, that the speaker's words
have absolutely no cognitive meaning (except, perhaps, to imply that Brutus did stab Caesar). When one says that
Brutus's action was right, one is not saying (as private subjectivism contends), ‘I approve of Brutus's action’, which is a
proposition with truth value. Rather, one is saying, ‘Do approve of Brutus's stabbing of Caesar’, which is to utter an
imperative rather than to assert a proposition. This
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noncognitivist stance is incompatible with Moore's long-standing view that right and wrong refer to objective features
of the world so that when one asserts that Brutus acted rightly, one is asserting something that is either true or false.
But in his response to Stevenson, Moore vacillated, writing that he had both some inclination to accept noncognitivism
and some inclination not to accept it: ‘And, if you ask me to which of these incompatible views I have the stronger
inclination, I can only answer that I simply do not know whether I am any more strongly inclined to take the one than
to take the other.—I think this is at least an honest statement of my present attitude.40 Throughout his career, Moore
resisted subjectivism in ethics, but as this passage indicates he never came fully to grips with the noncognitivism whose
influence was rapidly growing just as he was retiring from philosophy. It is worth bearing in mind, though, that
noncognitivism is consistent with an endorsement of Moore's normative ethics. In principle, nothing prevents a
noncognitivist from embracing consequentialism as his or her guiding principle and assessing the rightness of actions
in terms of the comparative, net goodness of their outcomes.

In EthicsMoore goes on, in patient detail, to debunk several other attitudinal theories of ethics, including the thesis that
moral judgments are assertions about what most people in one's own society feel and the thesis that when one judges
an action to be right (or wrong) one is merely asserting that one believes that the action is right (or wrong). As Moore
explains, these views are vulnerable to additional objections beyond those lodged against private subjectivism. He also
criticizes what philosophers usually call the Divine Command Theory (although he does not use that term himself).
This theory does not imply that one and the same action can be both right and wrong, but it is inconsistent with
Moore's normative theory because it entails ‘that there is
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absolutely no class of actions of which we can say that it always would, in any conceivable Universe, be right or wrong’
(p. 79). In critiquing these various theories, Moore sees himself as upholding the objectivity of moral judgment, but
whether, and in what sense and to what degree, these different moral theories compromise the objectivity of moral
judgment is a matter of debate.41 True, there's a sense in which they do make right and wrong ‘subjective predicates’ (p.
117). On the other hand, however, assertions about what attitudes people do or do not have are factual assertions,
assertions that are either true or false.

But whatever view one takes of this matter, the attitudinal theories that Ethics examines conflict with Moore's account
of right and wrong and open the door to substantive normative positions that are incompatible with his
consequentialism.42 Thus, he had good reason to challenge them. Moore's critique of attitudinal theories is frequently
telling; he draws a number of indispensable distinctions and makes a variety of insightful points along the way. If the
reader sometimes finds Moore's arguments familiar, this is because their influence has become so widespread that they
have ceased to be ‘Moore's arguments’ and become part of the general repertoire of contemporary moral philosophy.43

FREE WILL
Like his discussion of moral objectivity, Moore's chapter on free will deals with a topic, the philosophical importance of
which does not hinge on a commitment to utilitarianism or consequentialism. The most important thing Moore ever
published on the subject,44 this chapter stands on its own and, indeed, has been reproduced at various times in
anthologies covering free will,
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determinism, and moral responsibility.45 It is, however, a bit of a puzzle why Moore felt compelled in Ethics to forge as
deeply as he did into the ‘extremely difficult controversy’ over free will, a veritable briar patch of ‘doubtful and difficult’
questions (pp.103, 105). Most consequentialists try to avoid committing their theory one way or the other on these
contested matters because they believe that their stake in resolving them is no greater than that of rival ethical
theorists 46 and because they don't want to increase their argumentative burden, if there's no burning need to do so, by
binding their theory to a stance that, whatever it is, is likely to prove controversial.

At the beginning of Ethics Moore makes it clear that the standard of utilitarian (or, more generally, consequentialist)
normative assessment applies only to voluntary actions.47 These he defines as follows: Voluntary actions are those ‘that
if, just before we began to do them, we had chosen not to do them, we should not have done them’ (p. 4). The theory
assumes that many of our actions are voluntary in this sense (and thus ‘under the control of our wills’48) and,
accordingly, that we often do have a choice between various actions, any one of which we might do if we so chose.
Thus, right and wrong do not ‘depend upon what the agent absolutely can do, but only on what he can do, if he
chooses’ (p. 103). The proposition ‘that wherever a voluntary action is right or wrong … the agent could, in a sense,
have done something else instead’ seems innocuous, and most normative theories probably take something like it for
granted, but Moore describes it as ‘an absolutely essential part of the theory’ (p. 103).

One might query the proposition that the consequentialist standard applies only to actions that are voluntary, at least as
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Moore defines that term.49 But be that as it may, taking the position that consequentialist assessment presupposes that
the actions in question are voluntary only in the sense that the agent would not have done them, if he or she had
chosen not to do so, neatly skirts the free will/determinism debate, with respect to which Moore declares his theory
neutral (pp. 4, 12, 103). This is because when ‘voluntary’ is defined this way, an action could be both voluntary and
causally determined. Moore's stance is what contemporary philosophers call compatibilist because it holds that the truth
of determinism (if it turns out to be true) is compatible with our usual ascriptions of right and wrong; that is, its truth
would not undermine or require us to revise radically our normal ways of thinking with regard to when and under
what circumstances people act rightly or wrongly or can be held responsible for their actions. Thus, for example,
compatibilism can account for the fact that we view one's committing a crime differently than we do one's catching a
disease: The former is a voluntary action, and thus subject to moral assessment, whereas the latter is involuntary, and
not subject to such assessment, even if it turns out that determinism is true and that the person could not ‘have helped
committing [the crime] any more than the other man could have helped catching the disease’ (p. 112).

What worries Moore, though, and what leads him further into these turbulent philosophical waters is the following
challenge: namely, that when assessing an action as right or wrong, it is not sufficient that the agent could have
performed some other action if he or she had chosen to do so; rather, it must be the case that the action was done
freely in the sense that the agent really was able, in some more absolute sense, to act other than he or she did.
However, if right and wrong hinge on what we absolutely can do (and not merely on what we can do if we choose),
then both determinism and nondeterminism are ‘liable to contradict our theory’ as well as (it would seem) many of our
ordinary judgments of right and wrong, whether consequentialist or not (pp. 103–5). On the one hand, if the
determinist is correct that at any given time
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we can never act other than we actually do act, it follows, Moore writes, that no action of ours is ever right or wrong.50
On the other hand, if one adheres to the nondeterminist or libertarian view that sometimes we really are able to act
other than we do in fact act, then adopting the ‘absolutely can’ standard (instead of the ‘can if one chooses’ standard)
may also create a problem. For if libertarians who adopt this standard also believe (as they likely will, Moore thinks)
that it is sometimes beyond our power to choose an action that we certainly could have done if we had chosen, then
they will judge some actions to be right that the ‘can if we choose’ standard would judge to be wrong (pp. 13, 104–5).

This leads Moore to distinguish two questions (p. 105). First, do right and wrong depend on what we absolutely can do
or merely on what we can do if we choose?51 This is, in effect, a choice between a noncompatibilist and a compatibilist
standard of assessment. Second, could we sometimes have done something other than what we actually did do, and, if
so, in what sense is this the case? As Moore sees it, this second question takes us to the center of the free will issue, for
having free will would entail that we are sometimes able to act other than we do in fact act. At this point, a strategy that
various philosophers have adopted is open to Moore: namely, to argue for adhering to the compatibilist standard
without addressing the vexed question of free will and determinism. Moore, however, chooses instead to proceed by
taking up the second question.

Addressing it, Moore points out that we very often distinguish between things we could have done and things we could
not have
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done. For example, this morning I could have walked a mile in twenty minutes, but I could not have run two miles in
five minutes. In fact, I didn't do either. However, one course of action was within my power, the other was not; one
course of action was possible to me, the other impossible. Thus, it's true (A) that we sometimes could have done what
we did not do. Against this, however, a determinist can argue that everything that happens is causally determined and
thus bound to happen so that nothing can ever happen except what does happen. If this is so, then it's also true (B)
that we could not have done what we did not do. Moore argues, however, that the contradiction between (A) and (B) is
only apparent because ‘could’ is ambiguous. When one says ‘I could’ do something in the sense of (A), one means,
Moore argues, ‘I should, if I had chosen’, and this is perfectly compatible, Moore claims, with the determinist principle
that everything has a cause and thus with the ‘could not’ of (B).

Does the fact that we are very often able, in this sense, to do what we did not do entitle us to say that we have free will?
Moore leans toward an affirmative answer, but he acknowledges that others hold that we lack free will unless we could
sometimes have chosen differently. In this view, the question of free will is whether we could have chosen differently,
that is, whether we ‘ever can choose, what, in fact, we shall not choose’ (p. 113). Even if we grant that this view is
correct, it is nevertheless ‘absolutely certain’, Moore argues, that in at least two senses we often could have chosen
differently. On the one hand, it's often true ‘that we should have so chosen, if we had chosen to make the choice’. On the
other hand, it's often true that we did not ‘know for certain beforehand which choice we actually shall make’ (p. 114).
Either statement licenses our saying that it was possible for us to have chosen other than we did. Moore concludes,
therefore, that the following three things are both certain and perfectly consistent with the principle of causality:

(1) that we often should have acted differently, if we had chosen to; (2) that similarly we often should have chosen differently, if we had chosen so
to choose; and (3) that it was almost always possible that we should have chosen differently, in the sense that no man could know for certain that
we should not so choose. (pp. 114–15)
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And he challenges anyone to show that these three facts do not justify our saying that we have free will. Although a
critic may insist that free will requires that we ‘could have chosen’ in some sense other than (2) or (3), no one, Moore
contends, has yet explained what that sense is.

Moore then concludes the chapter by conceding that if it can be shown that free will requires that we be able to choose
in some further sense, then one would have to reformulate the consequentialist principle accordingly, replacing the
compatibilist ‘can if one chooses’ standard with something else. But this concession is puzzling because Moore now
appears to be assuming that we have free will and that therefore our standard of normative assessment must be
formulated in a way that displays this fact. Although Moore certainly believes that we sometimes act wrongly52 and may
also believe that we sometimes succeed in acting rightly, he hasn't shown that this entails our having free will. In
addition, if free will requires an ability to choose that goes beyond (2) and (3), this further requirement might conflict
with the principle of causality. Yet, in the discussion heretofore, Moore seems reluctant to contravene this principle (e.
g. pp. 110, 113).

More important, it's not clear that one must or should formulate the consequentialist standard of right and wrong so
that it applies only to agents acting with free will. To the contrary, one might argue in favor of the ‘can if one chooses’
standard that an agent can sometimes act wrongly in failing to choose A despite the fact that he or she was
psychologically unable to do so.53 What precisely one wants to say about such a case may hinge on the exact nature of
the disability, but Moore overlooks the possibility of distinguishing between moral responsibility, on the one hand, and
the objective rightness or wrongness of one's conduct, on the other (although, as we have seen, Ethics elsewhere
separates the issue of blame from that of right or wrong). For instance, we do not hesitate to condemn a murder as
wrong and something the murderer ought not to have done even if we come to believe that he could not have chosen
to act otherwise.
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Moore writes that he is unable to specify the exact sense in which ‘could have’ must be understood if it is to be true, as
his consequentialist principle affirms, that an action is right if and only if its total consequences are at least as good as
what would have followed from any action that the agent could have done instead (p.118). Nevertheless, Moore's
discussion of free will is inventive and stimulating, and his insistence on the ways in which we can act other than we do
in fact act and his comments, inter alia, on fatalism, on criminality and disease, and on the potential ambiguities of
‘could’ are essential reference points. But he obviously fails to settle the many thorny questions thrown up by our
intractable concepts of free will, determinism, and moral responsibility. Even if it was once true, as an early reviewer
wrote, that Moore's discussion ‘is the best exposition that has ever been given of the bearing of the free will
controversy on Ethics’, this is no longer the case.54 One can hardly fault Moore seriously on this count, however. Few
philosophical terrains are more rugged or more thoroughly contested.

More generally, the contemporary value of a book like Ethics does not hinge on its having said the last word on free
will, moral objectivity, intrinsic value, the nature and possible justification of consequentialism, or the various other
topics it addresses. By raising a number of fundamental questions in ethics, questions that remain live today, by
proffering clear, credible, and often innovative answers to them (whether those answers ultimately prove satisfactory
or not), and by doing so with a philosophical skill that is still impressive and an intellectual candor that one can't fail to
admire, Moore's little book is a minor classic. A century after its original publication, it still amply rewards those who
read it.

A NOTE ON ‘THE NATURE OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY’
This new edition of Ethics includes Moore's essay ‘The Nature of Moral Philosophy’, originally published in his 1922
collection, Philosophical Studies, but difficult to obtain because that volume
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has long been out of print. The essay is one of only four that Moore published between 1912 and his death in 1958
that per-tain at all to ethics, the other three being: ‘The Conception of Intrinsic Value’, also published originally in
Philosophical Studies; ‘Is Goodness a Quality?’, which is Moore's contribution to a 1932 symposium of the Aristotelian
Society; and his 1942 ‘Reply to My Critics’, some sections of which deal with his ethical views. The latter two items
cannot be said to be of general interest, intimately tied up as they are with detailed critical commentary on the writings
of others. ‘The Conception of Intrinsic Value’ is a valuable essay but is obtainable elsewhere.55 Moreover, it was not
written, as Ethics was, for a general audience and, in any case, is better studied in connection with Principia Ethica. By
contrast, in both tone and content, ‘The Nature of Moral Philosophy’ is a fitting companion essay to Moore's short
book. Written for an audience that was assumed to have had no previous acquaintance with philosophy (Moore
delivered it to the Leicester Philosophical Society), it makes a variety of general points about moral philosophy, moral
obligation, and intrinsic value that help to round out what he says in Ethics. In addition, the essay has an extended and
intriguing discussion of the difference between what he calls ‘rules of duty’ and ‘ideal rules’, and it provides a critique
of attitudinal or subjective theories of ethics, which nicely restates and supplements what Moore has to say in Chapters
3 and 4 of Ethics.
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1 Utilitarianism

ETHICS IS A SUBJECT about which there has been and still is an immense amount of difference of opinion, in spite of
all the time and labour which have been devoted to the study of it. There are indeed certain matters about which there
is not much disagreement. Almost everybody is agreed that certain kinds of actions ought, as a general rule, to be
avoided; and that under certain circumstances, which constantly recur, it is, as a general rule, better to act in certain
specified ways rather than in others. There is, moreover, a pretty general agreement, with regard to certain things which
happen in the world, that it would be better if they never happened, or, at least, did not happen so often as they do; and
with regard to others, that it would be better if they happened more often than they do. But on many questions, even
of this kind, there is great diversity of opinion. Actions which some philosophers hold to be generally wrong, others
hold to be generally right, and occurrences which some hold to be evils, others hold to be goods.

And when we come to more fundamental questions the difference of opinion is even more marked. Ethical
philosophers have, in fact, been largely concerned, not with laying down rules to the effect that certain ways of acting
are generally or always right, and others generally or always wrong, nor yet with giving lists of things which are good
and others which are evil, but with trying to answer more general and fundamental



questions such as the following.1 What, after all, is it that we mean to say of an action when we say that it is right or
ought to be done? And what is it that we mean to say of a state of things when we say that it is good or bad? Can we
discover any general characteristic, which belongs in common to absolutely all right actions, no matter how different
they may be in other respects? and which does not belong to any actions except those which are right? And can we
similarly discover any characteristic which belongs in common to absolutely all ‘good’ things, and which does not
belong to any thing except what is a good? Or again, can we discover any single reason, applicable to all right actions
equally, which is, in every case, the reason why an action is right, when it is right? And can we, similarly, discover any
reason which is the reason why a thing is good, when it is good, and which also gives us the reason why any one thing is
better than another, when it is better? Or is there, perhaps, no such single reason in either case? On questions of this
sort different philosophers still hold the most diverse opinions. I think it is true that absolutely every answer which has
ever been given to them by any one philosopher would be denied to be true by many others. There is, at any rate, no
such consensus of opinion among experts about these fundamental ethical questions, as there is about many
fundamental propositions in Mathematics and the Natural Sciences.

Now, it is precisely questions of this sort, about every one of which there are serious differences of opinion, that I wish
to discuss in this book. And from the fact that so much difference of opinion exists about them it is natural to infer
that they are questions about which it is extremely difficult to discover the truth. This is, I think, really the case. The
probability is, that hardly any positive proposition, which can as yet be offered in answer to them, will be strictly and
absolutely true. With regard to negative propositions, indeed—propositions to the effect that certain positive answers
which have been offered, are
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false—the case seems to be different. We are, I think, justified in being much more certain that some of the positive
suggestions which have been made are not true, than that any particular one among them is true; though even here,
perhaps, we are not justified in being absolutely certain.

But even if we cannot be justified either in accepting or rejecting, with absolute certainty, any of the alternative
hypotheses which can be suggested, it is, I think, well worth while to consider carefully the most important among
these rival hypotheses. To realize and distinguish clearly from one another the most important of the different views
which may be held about these matters is well worth doing, even if we ought to admit that the best of them has no
more than a certain amount of probability in its favour, and that the worst have just a possibility of being true. This,
therefore, is what I shall try to do. I shall try to state and distinguish clearly from one another what seem to me to be
the most important of the different views which may be held upon a few of the most fundamental ethical questions.
Some of these views seem to me to be much nearer the truth than others, and I shall try to indicate which these are.
But even where it seems pretty certain that some one view is erroneous, and that another comes, at least, rather nearer
to the truth, it is very difficult to be sure that the latter is strictly and absolutely true.

One great difficulty which arises in ethical discussions is the difficulty of getting quite clear as to exactly what question
it is that we want to answer. And in order to minimize this difficulty, I propose to begin, in these first two chapters, by
stating one particular theory, which seems to me to be peculiarly simple and easy to understand.2 It is a theory which,
so far as I can see, comes very near to the truth in some respects, but is quite false in others. And why I propose to
begin with it is merely because I think it brings out particularly clearly the difference between several quite distinct
questions, which are liable to be confused with one another. If, after stating this theory, we then go on to consider the
most important objections which
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might be urged against it, for various reasons, we shall, I think, pretty well cover the main topics of ethical discussion,
so far as fundamental principles are concerned.

This theory starts from the familiar fact that we all very often seem to have a choice between several different actions,
any one of which we might do, if we chose. Whether, in such cases, we really do have a choice, in the sense that we
ever really could choose any other action than the one which in the end we do choose, is a question upon which it does
not pronounce and which will have to be considered later on. 3 All that the theory assumes is that, in many cases, there
certainly are a considerable number of different actions, any one of which we could do, if we chose, and between
which, therefore, in this sense, we have a choice; while there are others which we could not do, even if we did choose to
do them. It assumes, that is to say, that in many cases, if we had chosen differently, we should have acted differently;
and this seems to be an unquestionable fact, which must be admitted, even if we hold that is it never the case that we
could have chosen differently. Our theory assumes, then, that many of our actions are under the control of our wills, in
the sense that if, just before we began to do them, we had chosen not to do them, we should not have done them; and I
propose to call all actions of this kind voluntary actions.4

It should be noticed that, if we define voluntary actions in this way, it is by no means certain that all or nearly all
voluntary actions are actually themselves chosen or willed. It seems highly probable that an immense number of the
actions which we do, and which we could have avoided, if we had chosen to avoid them, were not themselves willed at
all. It is only true of them that they are ‘voluntary’ in the sense that a particular act of will, just before their occurrence,
would have been sufficient to prevent them; not in the sense that they themselves were brought about by being willed.
And perhaps there is some departure from common usage in calling all such acts ‘voluntary’. I do not think, however,
that it is in accordance
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with common usage to restrict the name ‘voluntary’ to actions which are quite certainly actually willed. And the class of
actions to which I propose to give the name—all those, namely, which we could have prevented, if, immediately
beforehand, we had willed to do so—do, I think, certainly require to be distinguished by some special name. It might,
perhaps, be thought that almost all our actions, or even, in a sense, absolutely all those, which properly deserve to be
called ‘ours’, are ‘voluntary’ in this sense: so that the use of this special name is unnecessary: we might, instead, talk
simply of ‘our actions’. And it is, I think, true that almost all the actions, of which we should generally think, when we
talk of ‘our actions’, are of this nature; and even that, in some contexts, when we talk of ‘human actions’, we do refer
exclusively to actions of this sort. But in other contexts such a way of speaking would be misleading. It is quite certain
that both our bodies and our minds constantly do things, which we certainly could not have prevented, by merely
willing just beforehand that they should not be done; and some, at least, of these things, which our bodies and minds
do, would in certain contexts be called actions of ours. There would therefore be some risk of confusion if we were to
speak of ‘human actions’ generally, when we mean only actions which are ‘voluntary’ in the sense I have defined. It is
better, therefore, to give some special name to actions of this class; and I cannot think of any better name than that of
‘voluntary’ actions. If we require further to distinguish from among them, those which are also voluntary in the sense
that we definitely willed to do them, we can do so by calling these ‘willed’ actions.

Our theory holds, then, that a great many of our actions are voluntary in the sense that we could have avoided them, if,
just beforehand, we had chosen to do so. It does not pretend to decide whether we could have thus chosen to avoid
them; it only says that, if we had so chosen, we should have succeeded. And its first concern is to lay down some
absolutely universal

ETHICS 5



rules as to the conditions under which actions of this kind are right or wrong; under which they ought or ought not to be
done; and under which it is our duty to do them or not to do them. It is quite certain that we do hold that many
voluntary actions are right and others wrong; that many ought to have been done, and others ought not to have been
done; and that it was the agent's duty to do some of them, and his duty not to do others. Whether any actions, except
voluntary ones, can be properly said to be right or wrong, or to be actions which ought or ought not to have been
done, and, if so, in what sense and under what conditions, is again a question which our theory does not presume to
answer. It only assumes that these things can be properly said of some voluntary actions, whether or not they can also
be said of other actions as well. It confines itself, therefore, strictly to voluntary actions; and with regard to these it asks
the following questions. Can we discover any characteristic, over and above the mere fact that they are right, which
belongs to absolutely all voluntary actions which are right, and which at the same time does not belong to any except
those which are right? And similarly: Can we discover any characteristic, over and above the mere fact that they are
wrong, which belongs to absolutely all voluntary actions which are wrong, and which at the same time does not belong
to any except those which are wrong? And so, too, in the case of the words ‘ought’ and ‘duty’, it wants to discover
some characteristic which belongs to all voluntary actions which ought to be done or which it is our duty to do, and
which does not belong to any except those which we ought to do; and similarly to discover some characteristic which
belongs to all voluntary actions which ought not to be done and which it is our duty not to do, and which does not
belong to any except these. To all these questions our theory thinks that it can find a comparatively simple answer. And
it is this answer which forms the first part of the theory.5 It is, as I say, a comparatively simple answer; but nevertheless it
cannot be stated accurately
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except at some length. And I think it is worth while to try to state it accurately.

To begin with, then, this theory points out that all actions may, theoretically at least, be arranged in a scale, according to
the proportion between the total quantities of pleasure or pain which they cause.6 And when it talks of the total quantities
of pleasure or pain which an action causes, it is extremely important to realize that it means quite strictly what it says.
We all of us know that many of our actions do cause pleasure and pain not only to ourselves, but also to other human
beings, and sometimes, perhaps, to animals as well; and that the effects of our actions, in this respect, are often not
confined to those which are comparatively direct and immediate, but that their indirect and remote effects are
sometimes quite equally important or even more so. But in order to arrive at the total quantities of pleasure or pain
caused by an action, we should, of course, have to take into account absolutely all its effects, both near and remote,
direct and indirect; and we should have to take into account absolutely all the beings, capable of feeling pleasure or
pain, who were at any time affected by it; not only ourselves, therefore, and our fellow-men, but also any of the lower
animals7, to which the action might cause pleasure or pain, however indirectly; and also any other beings in the
Universe, if there should be any, who might be affected in the same way. Some people, for instance, hold that there is a
God and that there are disembodied spirits, who may be pleased or pained by our actions; and, if this is so, then, in
order to arrive at the total quantities of pleasure or pain which an action causes, we should have, of course, to take into
account, not only the pleasures or pains which it may cause to men and animals upon this earth, but also those which it
may cause to God or to disembodied spirits. By the total quantities of pleasure or pain which an action causes, this
theory means, then, quite strictly what it says. It means the quantities which would be arrived at, if we could take into
account absolutely all the amounts of
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pleasure or pain, which result from the action; no matter how indirect or remote these results may be, and no matter
what may be the nature of the beings who feel them.

But if we understand the total quantities of pleasure or pain caused by an action in this strict sense, then obviously,
theoretically at least, six different cases are possible. It is obviously theoretically possible in the first place (i) that an
action should, in its total effects, cause some pleasure but absolutely no pain; and it is obviously also possible (2) that,
while it causes both pleasure and pain, the total quantity of pleasure should be greater than the total quantity of pain.
These are two out of the six theoretically possible cases; and these two may be grouped together by saying that, in both
of them, the action in question causes an excess of pleasure over pain, or more pleasure than pain. This description will,
of course, if taken quite strictly, apply only to the second of the two; since an action which causes no pain whatever
cannot strictly be said to cause more pleasure than pain. But it is convenient to have some description, which may be
understood to cover both cases; and if we describe no pain at all as a zero quantity of pain, then obviously we may say
that an action which causes some pleasure and no pain, does cause a greater quantity of pleasure than of pain, since any
positive quantity is greater than zero. I propose, therefore, for the sake of convenience, to speak of both these first two
cases as cases in which an action causes an excess of pleasure over pain.

But obviously two other cases, which are also theoretically possible, are (1) that in which an action, in its total effects,
causes some pain but absolutely no pleasure, and (2) that in which, while it causes both pleasure and pain, the total
quantity of pain is greater than the total quantity of pleasure. And of both these two cases I propose to speak, for the
reason just explained, as cases in which an action causes an excess of pain over pleasure.

There remain two other cases, and two only, which are still
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theoretically possible; namely (1) that an action should cause absolutely no pleasure and also absolutely no pain, and (2)
that, while it causes both pleasure and pain, the total quantities of each should be exactly equal. And in both these two
cases, we may, of course, say that the action in question causes no excess either of pleasure over pain or of pain over
pleasure.

Of absolutely every action, therefore, it must be true, in the sense explained, that it either causes an excess of pleasure
over pain, or an excess of pain over pleasure, or neither. This threefold division covers all the six possible cases. But, of
course, of any two actions, both of which cause an excess of pleasure over pain, or of pain over pleasure, it may be true
that the excess caused by the one is greater than that caused by the other. And, this being so, all actions may,
theoretically at least, be arranged in a scale, starting at the top with those which cause the greatest excess of pleasure over
pain; passing downwards by degrees through cases where the excess of pleasure over pain is continually smaller and
smaller, until we reach those actions which cause no excess either of pleasure over pain or of pain over pleasure: then
starting again with those which cause an excess of pain over pleasure, but only the smallest possible one; going on by
degrees to cases in which the excess of pain over pleasure is continually larger and larger; until we reach, at the bottom,
those cases in which the excess of pain over pleasure is the greatest.

The principle upon which this scale is arranged is, I think, perfectly easy to understand, though it cannot be stated
accurately except in rather a complicated way. The principle is: That any action which causes an excess of pleasure over
pain will always come higher in the scale either than an action which causes a smaller excess of pleasure over pain, or than
an action which causes no excess either of pleasure over pain or of pain over pleasure, or than one which causes an
excess of pain over pleasure; That any action which causes no excess either of pleasure over pain or of pain over
pleasure will always come
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higher than any which causes an excess of pain over pleasure; and, finally, That any which causes an excess of pain over
pleasure will always come higher than one which causes a greater excess of pain over pleasure. And obviously this
statement is rather complicated. But yet, so far as I can see, there is no simpler way of stating quite accurately the
principle upon which the scale is arranged. By saying that one action comes higher in the scale than another, we may
mean any one of these five different things; and I can find no simple expression which will really apply quite accurately
to all five cases.

But it has, I think, been customary, among ethical writers, to speak loosely of any action, which comes higher in this
scale than another, for any one of these five reasons, as causing more pleasure than that other, or causing a greater balance
of pleasure over pain. For instance, if we are comparing five different actions, one of which comes higher in the scale
than any of the rest, it has been customary to say that, among the five, this is the one which causes a maximum of
pleasure, or a maximum balance of pleasure over pain. To speak in this way is obviously extremely inaccurate, for many
different reasons. It is obvious, for instance, that an action which comes lower in the scale may actually produce much
more pleasure than one which comes higher, provided this effect is counteracted by its also causing a much greater
quantity of pain. And it is obvious also that, of two actions, one of which comes higher in the scale than another, neither
may cause a balance of pleasure over pain, but both actually more pain than pleasure. For these and other reasons it is
quite inaccurate to speak as if the place of an action in the scale were determined either by the total quantity of pleasure
that it causes, or by the total balance of pleasure over pain. But this way of speaking, though inaccurate, is also
extremely convenient; and of the two alternative expressions, the one which is the most inaccurate is also the most
convenient. It is much more convenient to be able to refer to any action which comes higher in the scale as simply
causing more pleasure, than
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to have to say, every time, that it causes a greater balance of pleasure over pain.

I propose, therefore, in spite of its inaccuracy, to adopt this loose way of speaking. And I do not think the adoption of
it need lead to any confusion, provided it is clearly understood, to begin with, that I am going to use the words in this
loose way. It must, therefore, be clearly understood that, when, in what follows, I speak of one action as causing more
pleasure than another, I shall not mean strictly what I say, but only that the former action is related to the latter in one
or other of the five following ways. I shall mean that the two actions are related to one another either (i) by the fact
that, while both cause an excess of pleasure over pain, the former causes a greater excess than the latter; or (2) by the
fact that, while the former causes an excess of pleasure over pain, the latter causes no excess whatever either of
pleasure over pain, or of pain over pleasure; or (3) by the fact that, while the former causes an excess of pleasure over
pain, the latter causes an excess of pain over pleasure; or (4) by the fact that, while the former causes no excess
whatever either of pleasure over pain or of pain over pleasure, the latter does cause an excess of pain over pleasure; or
(5) by the fact that, while both cause an excess of pain over pleasure, the former causes a smaller excess than the latter.
It must be remembered, too, that in every case we shall be speaking of the total quantities of pleasure and pain caused
by the actions, in the strictest possible sense; taking into account, that is to say, absolutely all their effects, however
remote and indirect.

But now, if we understand the statement that one action causes more pleasure than another in the sense just explained,
we may express as follows the first principle, which the theory I wish to state lays down with regard to right and wrong,
as applied to voluntary actions. This first principle is a very simple one; for it merely asserts: That a voluntary action is
right, whenever and only when the agent could not, even if he had
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chosen, have done any other action instead, which would have caused more pleasure than the one he did do; and that a
voluntary action is wrong, whenever and only when the agent could, if he had chosen, have done some other action
instead, which would have caused more pleasure than the one he did do. It must be remembered that our theory does
not assert that any agent ever could have chosen any other action than the one he actually performed. It only asserts,
that, in the case of all voluntary actions, he could have acted differently, if he had chosen: not that he could have made
the choice. It does not assert, therefore, that right and wrong depend upon what he could choose. As to this, it makes no
assertion at all: it neither affirms nor denies that they do so depend. It only asserts that they do depend upon what he
could have done or could do, if he chose. In every case of voluntary action, a man could, if he had so chosen just
before, have done at least one other action instead. That was the definition of a voluntary action: and it seems quite
certain that many actions are voluntary in this sense. And what our theory asserts is that, where among the actions
which he could thus have done instead, if he had chosen, there is any one which would have caused more pleasure than
the one he did do, then his action is always wrong; but that in all other cases it is right. This is what our theory asserts,
if we remember that the phrase ‘causing more pleasure’ is to be understood in the inaccurate sense explained above.

But it will be convenient, in what follows, to introduce yet another inaccuracy in our statement of it. It asserts, we have
seen, that the question whether a voluntary action is right or wrong, depends upon the question whether, among all the
other actions, which the agent could have done instead, if he had chosen, there is or is not any which would have
produced more pleasure than the one he did do. But it would be highly inconvenient, every time we have to mention
the theory, to use the whole phrase ‘all the other actions which the agent could have done instead, if he had chosen’. I
propose, therefore,
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instead to call these simply ‘all the other actions which he could have done’, or ‘which were possible to him’. This is, of
course, inaccurate, since it is, in a sense, not true that he could have done them, if he could not have chosen them: and
our theory does not pretend to say whether he ever could have chosen them. Moreover, even if it is true that he could
sometimes have chosen an action which he did not choose, it is pretty certain that it is not always so; it is pretty certain
that it is sometimes out of his power to choose an action, which he certainly could have done, if he had chosen. It is not
true, therefore, that all the actions which he could have done, if he had chosen, are actions which, in every sense, he
could have done, even if it is true that some of them are. But nevertheless I propose, for the sake of brevity, to speak of
them all as actions which he could have done; and this again, I think, need lead to no confusion, if it be clearly
understood that I am doing so. It must, then, be clearly understood that, when, in what follows, I speak of all the
actions which the agent could have done, or all those open to him under the circumstances, I shall mean only all those
which he could have done, if he had chosen.

Understanding this, then, we may state the first principle which our theory lays down quite briefly by saying: ‘A
voluntary action is right, whenever and only when no other action possible to the agent under the circumstances would
have caused more pleasure; in all other cases, it is wrong.’8 This is its answer to the questions: What characteristic is
there which belongs to all voluntary actions which are right, and only those among them which are right? and what
characteristic is there which belongs to all those which are wrong, and only to those which are wrong? But it also asked
the very same questions with regard to two other classes of voluntary actions—those which ought or ought not to be
done, and those which it is our duty to do or not to do. And its answer to the question concerning these conceptions
differs from its answer to the question concerning right and
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wrong in a way which is, indeed, comparatively unimportant, but which yet deserves to be noticed.

It may have been observed that our theory does not assert that a voluntary action is right only where it causes more
pleasure than any action which the agent could have done instead. It confines itself to asserting that, in order to be
right, such an action must cause at least as much pleasure as any which the agent could have done instead. And it
confines itself in this way for the following reason. It is obviously possible, theoretically at least, that, among the
alternatives open to an agent at a given moment, there may be two or more which would produce precisely equal
amounts of pleasure,9 while all of them produced more than any of the other possible alternatives; and in such cases,
our theory would say, any one of these actions would be perfectly right. It recognizes, therefore, that there may be cases
in which no single one of the actions open to the agent can be distinguished as the right one to do; that in many cases,
on the contrary, several different actions may all be equally right; or, in other words, that to say that a man acted rightly
does not necessarily imply that, if he had done anything else instead, he would have acted wrongly. And this is certainly
in accordance with common usage. We all do constantly imply that sometimes when a man was right in doing what he
did, yet he might have been equally right, if he had acted differently: that there may be several different alternatives
open to him, none of which can definitely be said to be wrong. This is why our theory refuses to commit itself to the
view that an action is right only where it produces more pleasure than any of the other possible alternatives. For, if this
were so, then it would follow that no two alternatives could ever be equally right: some one of them would always have
to be the right one, and all the rest wrong. But it is precisely in this respect that it holds that the conceptions of ‘ought’
and of ‘duty’ differ from the conception of what is ‘right’. When we say that a man ‘ought’ to do one particular action,
or that it is his ‘duty’ to do it, we do imply

14 UTILITARIANISM



that it would be wrong for him to do anything else. And hence our theory holds that, in the case of ‘ought’ and ‘duty’, we
may say, what we could not say in the case of ‘right’, namely, that an action ought to be done or is our duty, only where
it produces more pleasure than any which we could have done instead.

From this distinction several consequences follow. It follows firstly that a voluntary action may be ‘right’ without being
an action which we ‘ought’ to do or which it is our ‘duty’ to do. It is, of course, always our duty to act rightly, in the
sense that, if we dony't act rightly, we shall always be doing what we ought not. It is, therefore, true, in a sense, that
whenever we act rightly, we are always doing our duty and doing what we ought. But what is not true is that, whenever
a particular action is right, it is always our duty to do that particular action and no other.10 This is not true, because,
theoretically at least, cases may occur in which some other action would be quite equally right, and in such cases, we are
obviously under no obligation whatever to do the one rather than the other: whichever we do, we shall be doing our
duty and doing as we ought. And it would be rash to affirm that such cases never do practically occur. We all
commonly hold that they do: that very often indeed we are under no positive obligation to do one action rather than
some other; that it does not matter which we do. We must, then, be careful not to affirm that, because it is always our
duty to act rightly, therefore any particular action, which is right, is always also one which it is our duty to do. This is
not so, because, even where an action is right, it does not follow that it would be wrong to do something else instead;
whereas, if an action is a duty or an action which we positively ought to do, it always would be wrong to do anything
else instead.

The first consequence, then, which follows, from this distinction between what is right, on the one hand, and what
ought to be done or is our duty, on the other, is that a voluntary action may be right, without being an action which we
ought to do or which it is our duty to do. And from this it follows further that
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the relation between ‘right’ and what ought to be done is not on a par with that between ‘wrong’ and what ought not to
be done. Every action which is wrong is also an action which ought not to be done and which it is our duty not to do;
and also, conversely, every action which ought not to be done, or which it is our duty not to do, is wrong. These three
negative terms are precisely and absolutely coextensive. To say that an action is or was wrong, is to imply that it ought
not to be, or to have been, done; and the converse implication also holds. But in the case of ‘right’ and ‘ought’, only
one of the two converse propositions holds. Every action which ought to be done or which is our duty, is certainly also
right; to say the one thing of any action is to imply the other. But here the converse is not true; since, as we have seen,
to say that an action is right is not to imply that it ought to be done or that it is our duty: an action may be right, without
either of these two other things being true of it. In this respect the relation between the positive conceptions ‘right’ and
‘ought to be done’ is not on a par with that between the negative conceptions ‘wrong’ and ‘ought not to be done’. The
two positive conceptions are not coextensive, whereas the two negative ones are so.

And thirdly and finally, it also follows that whereas every voluntary action, without exception, must be either right or
wrong, it is by no means necessarily true of every voluntary action that it either ought to be done or ought not to be
done—that it either is our duty to do it, or our duty not to do it. On the contrary, cases may occur quite frequently
where it is neither our duty to do a particular action, nor yet our duty not to do it. This will occur, whenever, among
the alternatives open to us, there are two or more, any one of which would be equally right. And hence we must not
suppose that, wherever we have a choice of actions before us, there is always some one among them (if we could only
find out which), which is the one which we ought to do, while all the rest are definitely wrong. It may quite well be the
case that there is no one among them, which we are
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under a positive obligation to do, although there always must be at least one which it would be right to do. There will
be one which we definitely ought to do, in those cases and those cases only, where there happens to be only one which is
right under the circumstances—where, that is to say, there are not several which would all be equally right, but some
one of the alternatives open to us is the only right thing to do. And hence in many cases we cannot definitely say of a
voluntary action either that it was the agent's duty to do it nor yet that it was his duty not to do it. There may be cases
in which none of the alternatives open to us is definitely prescribed by duty.

To sum up, then: The answers which this theory gives to its first set of questions is as follows. A characteristic which
belongs to all right voluntary actions, and only to those which are right, is, it says, this: That they all cause at least as
much pleasure as any action which the agent could have done instead; or, in other words, they all produce a maximum
of pleasure. A characteristic which belongs to all voluntary actions, which ought to be done or which it is our duty to do,
and only to these, is, it says, the slightly different one: That they all cause more pleasure than any which the agent could
have done instead; or, in other words, among all the possible alternatives, it is they which produce the maximum of
pleasure. And finally, a characteristic which belongs to all voluntary actions which are wrong, or which ought not to be
done, or which it is our duty not to do, and which belongs only to these, is, in all three cases, the same, namely: That
they all cause less pleasure than some other action which the agent could have done instead. These three statements
together constitute what I will call the first part of the theory; and, whether we agree with them or not, it must, I think,
at least be admitted that they are propositions of a very fundamental nature and of a very wide range, so that it would
be worth while to know, if possible, whether they are true.

But this first part of the theory is by no means the whole of it. There are two other parts of it,11 which are at least
equally
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important; and, before we go on to consider the objections which may be urged against it, it will, I think, be best to
state these other parts. They may, however, conveniently form the subject of a new chapter.
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2 Utilitarianism (concluded)

IN THE LAST CHAPTER I stated the first part of an ethical theory, which I chose out for consideration, not because I
agreed with it, but because it seemed to me to bring out particularly clearly the distinction between some of the most
fundamental subjects of ethical discussion. This first part consisted in asserting that there is a certain characteristic
which belongs to absolutely all voluntary actions which are right, and only to those which are right; another closely
allied characteristic which belongs to all voluntary actions which ought to be done or are duties, and only to these; a
third characteristic which belongs to all voluntary actions which are wrong, ought not to be done, or which it is our
duty not to do, and only to those-voluntary actions of which these things are true. And when the theory makes these
assertions it means the words ‘all’ and ‘only’ to be understood quite strictly. That is to say, it means its propositions to
apply to absolutely every voluntary action, which ever has been done, or ever will be done, no matter who did it, or
when it was or will be done; and not only to those which actually have been or will be done, but also to all those which
have been or will be possible, in a certain definite sense.

The sense in which it means its propositions to apply to possible, as well as actual, voluntary actions, is, it must be
remembered, only if we agree to give the name ‘possible’ to all those actions which an agent could have done, if he had
chosen,



and to those which, in the future, any agent will be able to do, if he were to choose to do them. Possible actions, in this
sense, form a perfectly definite group;1 and we do, as a matter of fact, often make judgements as to whether they would
have been or would be right, and as to whether they ought to have been done in the past, or ought to be done in the
future. We say, ‘So-and-so ought to have done this on that occasion,’ or ‘It would have been perfectly right for him to
have done this,’ although as a matter of fact, he did not do it; or we say, ‘You ought to do this,’ or ‘It will be quite right
for you to do this,’ although it subsequently turns out that the action in question is one which you do not actually
perform. Our theory says, then, with regard to all actions, which were in this sense possible in the past, that they would
have been right, if and only if they would have produced a maximum of pleasure; just as it says that all actual past
voluntary actions were right, if and only if they did produce a maximum of pleasure. And similarly, with regard to all
voluntary actions which will be possible in the future, it says that they will be right, if and only if they would produce a
maximum of pleasure; just as it says with regard to all that will actually be done, that they will be right, if and only if
they do produce a maximum of pleasure.

Our theory does, then, even in its first part, deal, in a sense, with possible actions, as well as actual ones. It professes to
tell us, not only which among actual past voluntary actions were right, but also which among those which were possible
would have been right if they had been done; and not only which among the voluntary actions which actually will be done
in the future, will be right, but also which among those which will be possible, would be right, if they were to be done.
And in doing this, it does, of course, give us a criterion, or test, or standard, by means of which we could, theoretically
at least, discover with regard to absolutely every voluntary action, which ever either has been or will be either actual or
possible, whether it was or will be right or not. If we want to discover with regard to a
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voluntary action which was actually done or was possible in the past, whether it was right or would have been right, we
have only to ask: Could the agent, on the occasion in question, have done anything else instead, which would have
produced more pleasure? If he could, then the action in question was or would have been wrong; if he could not, then
it was or would have been right. And similarly, if we want to discover with regard to an action which we are
contemplating in the future, whether it would be right for us to do it, we have only to ask: Could I do anything else
instead which would produce more pleasure? If I could, it will be wrong to do the action; if I could not, it will be right.
Our theory does then, even in its first part, profess to give us an absolutely universal criterion of right and wrong; and
similarly also an absolutely universal criterion of what ought or ought not to be done.

But though it does this, there is something else which it does not do. It only asserts, in this first part, that the producing
of a maximum of pleasure is a characteristic, which did and will belong, as a matter of fact, to all right voluntary actions
(actual or possible), and only to right ones; it does not, in its first part, go on to assert that it is because they possess this
characteristic that such actions are right. This second assertion is the first which it goes on to make in its second part;
and everybody can see, I think, that there is an important difference between the two assertions.

Many people might be inclined to admit that, whenever a man acts wrongly, his action always does, on the whole, result
in greater unhappiness than would have ensued if he had acted differently; and that when he acts rightly this result never
ensues: that, on the contrary, right action always does in the end bring about at least as much happiness, on the whole,
as the agent could possibly have brought about by any other action which was in his power. The proposition that
wrong action always does, and (considering how the Universe is constituted) always would, in the long run, lead to less
pleasure than the agent could have brought about by acting differently, and that
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right action never does and never would have this effect, is a proposition which a great many people might be inclined to
accept; and this is all which, in its first part, our theory asserts. But many of those who would be inclined to assent to
this proposition, would feel great hesitation in going on to assert that this is why actions are right or wrong respectively.
There seems to be a very important difference between the two positions. We may hold, for instance, that an act of
murder, whenever it is wrong, always does produce greater unhappiness than would have followed if the agent had
chosen instead some one of the other alternatives, which he could have carried out, if he had so chosen; and we may
hold that this is true of all other wrong actions, actual or possible, and never of any right ones: but it seems a very
different thing to hold that murder and all other wrong actions are wrong, when they are wrong, because they have this
result—because they produce less than the possible maximum of pleasure. We may hold, that is to say, that the fact that
it does produce or would produce less than a maximum of pleasure is absolutely always a sign that a voluntary action is
wrong, while the fact that it does produce or would produce a maximum of pleasure is absolutely always a sign that it is
right; but this does not seem to commit us to the very different proposition that these results, besides being signs of
right and wrong, are also the reasons why actions are right when they are right, and wrong when they are wrong.
Everybody can see, I think, that the distinction is important; although I think it is often overlooked in ethical
discussions. And it is precisely this distinction which separates what I have called the first part of our theory, from the
first of the assertions which it goes on to make in its second part. In its first part it only asserts that the producing or
not producing a maximum of pleasure are, absolutely universally, signs of right and wrong in voluntary actions; in its
second part it goes on to assert that it is because they produce these results that voluntary actions are right when they are
right, and wrong when they are wrong.
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There is, then, plainly some important difference between the assertion, which our theory made in its first part, to the
effect that all right voluntary actions, and only those which are right, do, in fact, produce a maximum of pleasure, and
the assertion, which it now goes on to make, that this is why they are right. And if we ask why the difference is
important, the answer is, so far as I can see, as follows. Namely, if we say that actions are right, because they produce a
maximum of pleasure, we imply that, provided they produced this result, they would be right, no matter what other effects they
might produce as well. We imply, in short, that their rightness does not depend at all upon their other effects, but only on
the quantity of pleasure that they produce. And this is a very different thing from merely saying that the producing a
maximum of pleasure is always, as a matter of fact, a sign of rightness. It is quite obvious, that, in the Universe as it is
actually constituted, pleasure and pain are by no means the only results of any of our actions: they all produce immense
numbers of other results as well. And so long as we merely assert that the producing a maximum of pleasure is a sign of
rightness, we leave open the possibility that it is so only because this result does always, as a matter of fact, happen to
coincide with the production of other results; but that it is partly upon these other results that the rightness of the action
depends. But so soon as we assert that actions are right, because they produce a maximum of pleasure, we cut away this
possibility; we assert that actions which produced such a maximum would be right, even if they did not produce any of
the other effects, which, as a matter of fact, they always do produce. And this, I think, is the chief reason why many
persons who would be inclined to assent to the first proposition, would hesitate to assent to the second.

It is, for instance, commonly held that some pleasures are higher or better than others, even though they may not be
more pleasant; and that where we have a choice between procuring for ourselves or others a higher or a lower pleasure,
it is generally
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right to prefer the former, even though it may perhaps be less pleasant.2 And, of course, even those who hold that
actions are only right because of the quantity of pleasure they produce, and not at all because of the quality of these
pleasures, might quite consistently hold that it is as a matter of fact generally right to prefer higher pleasures to lower
ones, even though they may be less pleasant. They might hold that this is the case, on the ground that higher pleasures,
even when less pleasant in themselves, do, if we take into account all their further effects, tend to produce more
pleasure on the whole than lower ones. There is a good deal to be said for the view that this does actually happen, as
the Universe is actually constituted; and that hence an action which causes a higher pleasure to be enjoyed instead of a
lower one, will in general cause more pleasure in its total effects, though it may cause less in its immediate effects. And this
is why those who hold that higher pleasures are in general to be preferred to lower ones, may nevertheless admit that
mere quantity of pleasure is always, in fact, a correct sign or criterion of the rightness of an action.

But those who hold that actions are only right, because of the quantity of pleasure they produce, must hold also that, if
higher pleasures did not, in their total effects, produce more pleasure than lower ones, then there would be no reason
whatever for preferring them, provided they were not themselves more pleasant. If the sole effect of one action were to
be the enjoyment of a certain amount of the most bestial or idiotic pleasure, and the sole effect of another were to be
the enjoyment of a much more refined one, then they must hold that there would be no reason whatever for preferring
the latter to the former, provided only that the mere quantity of pleasure enjoyed in each case were the same. And if
the bestial pleasure were ever so slightly more pleasant than the other, then they must say it would be our positive duty
to do the action which would bring it about rather than the other.3 This is a conclusion which does follow from the
assertion that actions are right because they produce a maximum
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of pleasure, and which does not follow from the mere assertion that the producing a maximum of pleasure is always, in
fact, a sign of rightness. And it is for this, and similar reasons, that it is important to distinguish the two propositions.

To many persons it may seem clear that it would be our duty to prefer some pleasures to others, even if they did not
entail a greater quantity of pleasure; and hence that though actions which produce a maximum of pleasure are perhaps,
in fact, always right, they are not right because of this, but only because the producing of this result does in fact happen to
coincide with the producing of other results. They would say that though perhaps, in fact, actual cases never occur in
which it is or would be wrong to do an action, which produces a maximum of pleasure, it is easy to imagine cases in
which it would be wrong. If, for instance, we had to choose between creating a Universe in which all the inhabitants
were capable only of the lowest sensual pleasures, and another in which they were capable of the highest intellectual
and aesthetic ones, it would, they would say, plainly be our duty to create the latter rather than the former, even though
the mere quantity of pleasure enjoyed in it were rather less than in the former, and still more so if the quantities were
equal. Or, to put it shortly, they would say that a world of men is preferable to a world of pigs, even though the pigs
might enjoy as much or more pleasure than a world of men. And this is what our theory goes on to deny, when it says
that voluntary actions are right, because they produce a maximum of pleasure. It implies, by saying this, that actions
which produced a maximum of pleasure would always be right, no matter what their effects, in other respects, might be.
And hence that it would be right to create a world in which there was no intelligence and none of the higher emotions,
rather than one in which these were present in the highest degree, provided only that the mere quantity of pleasure
enjoyed in the former were ever so little greater than that enjoyed in the latter.

Our theory asserts, then, in its second part, that voluntary
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actions are right, when they are right, because they produce a maximum of pleasure; and in asserting this it takes a great
step beyond what it asserted in its first part, since it now implies that an action which produced a maximum of pleasure
always would be right, no matter how its results, in other respects, might compare with those of the other possible
alternatives.

But it might be held that, even so, it does not imply that this would be so absolutely unconditionally. It might be held that
though, in the Universe as actually constituted, actions are right because they produce a maximum of pleasure, and
hence their rightness does not at all depend upon their other effects, yet this is only so for some such reason as that, in
this Universe, all conscious beings do actually happen to desire pleasure; but that, if we could imagine a Universe, in
which pleasure was not desired, then, in such a Universe, actions would not be right because they produced a maximum
of pleasure; and hence that we cannot lay it down absolutely unconditionally that in all conceivable Universes any
voluntary action would be right whenever and only when it produced a maximum of pleasure. For some such reason
as this, it might be held that we must distinguish between the mere assertion that voluntary actions are right, when they
are right, because they produce a maximum of pleasure, and the further assertion that this would be so in all conceivable
circumstances and in any conceivable Universe. Those who assert the former are by no means necessarily bound to
assert the latter also. To assert the latter is to take a still further step.

But the theory I wish to state does, in fact, take this further step. It asserts not only that, in the Universe as it is,
voluntary actions are right because they produce a maximum of pleasure, but also that this would be so, under any
conceivable circumstances: that if any conceivable being, in any conceivable Universe, were faced with a choice between an
action which would cause more pleasure and one which would cause less, it would always be his duty to choose the
former rather than the latter, no
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matter what the respects might be in which his Universe differed from ours. It may, at first sight, seem unduly bold to
assert that any ethical truth can be absolutely unconditional in this sense. But many philosophers have held that some
fundamental ethical principles certainly are thus unconditional. And a little reflection will suffice to show that the view
that they may be so is at all events not absurd. We have many instances of other truths, which seem quite plainly to be
of this nature. It seems quite clear, for instance, that it is not only true that twice two do make four, in the Universe as
it actually is, but that they necessarily would make four, in any conceivable Universe, no matter how much it might
differ from this one in other respects. And our theory is only asserting that the connextion which it believes to hold
between rightness and the production of a maximum of pleasure is, in this respect, similar to the connection asserted
to hold between the number two and the number four, when we say that twice two are four. It asserts that, if any being
whatever, in any circumstances whatever, had to choose between two actions, one of which would produce more
pleasure than the other, it always would be his duty to choose the former rather than the latter: that this is absolutely
unconditionally true. This assertion obviously goes very much further, both than the assertion which it made in its first
part, to the effect that the producing a maximum of pleasure is a sign of rightness in the case of all voluntary actions,
that ever have been or will be actual or possible, and also than the assertion, that in the Universe, as it is actually
consituted, actions are right, when they are right, because they produce a maximum of pleasure. But bold as the
assertion may seem, it is, at all events, not impossible that we should know it to be true.

Our theory asserts, therefore, in its second part: That, if we had to choose between two actions, one of which would
have as its sole or total effects, an effect or set of effects, which we may call A, while the other would have as its sole or
total
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effects, an effect or set of effects, which we may call B, then, if A contained more pleasure than B, it always would be
our duty to choose the action which caused A rather than that which caused B. This, it asserts, would be absolutely
always true, no matter what A and B might be like in other respects. And to assert this is (it now goes on to say) equivalent to
asserting that any effect or set of effects which contains more pleasure is always intrinsically better than one which
contains less.

By calling one effect or set of effects intrinsically better than another it means that it is better in itself, quite apart from any
accompaniments or further effects which it may have. That is to say: To assert of any one thing, A, that it is intrinsically
better than another, B, is to assert that if A existed quite alone, without any accompaniments or effects whatever—if, in
short, A constituted the whole Universe, it would be better that such a Universe should exist, than that a Universe
which consisted solely of B should exist instead. In order to discover whether any one thing is intrinsically better than
another, we have always thus to consider whether it would be better that the one should exist quite alone than that the
other should exist quite alone. No one thing or set of things, A, ever can be intrinsically better than another, B, unless it
would be better that A should exist quite alone than that B should exist quite alone. Our theory asserts, therefore, that,
wherever it is true that it would be our duty to choose A rather than B, if A and B were to be the sole effects of a pair of
actions between which we had to choose, there it is always also true that it would be better that A should exist quite
alone than that B should exist quite alone. And it asserts also, conversely, that wherever it is true that any one thing or
set of things, A, is intrinsically better than another, B, there it would always also be our duty to choose an action of
which A would be the sole effect rather than one of which B would be the sole effect, if we had to choose between
them. But since, as we have seen, it holds that it never could be our duty to choose one action rather than another,
unless the total effects
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of the one contained more pleasure than that of the other, it follows that, according to it, no effect or set of effects, A,
can possibly be intrinsically better than another, B, unless it contains more pleasure. It holds, therefore, not only that any
one effect or set of effects, which contains more pleasure, is always intrinsically better than one which contains less, but
also that no effect or set of effects can be intrinsically better than another unless it contains more pleasure.

It is plain, then, that this theory assigns a quite unique position to pleasure and pain in two respects; or possibly only in
one, since it is just possible that the two propositions which it makes about them are not merely equivalent, but
absolutely identical—that is to say, are merely different ways of expressing exactly the same idea. The two propositions
are these. (i) That if any one had to choose between two actions, one of which would, in its total effects, cause more
pleasure than the other, it always would be his duty to choose the former; and that it never could be any one's duty to
choose one action rather than another, unless its total effects contained more pleasure. (2) That any Universe, or part
of a Universe, which contains more pleasure, is always intrinsically better than one which contains less; and that
nothing can be intrinsically better than anything else, unless it contains more pleasure. It does seem to be just possible
that these two propositions are merely two different ways of expressing exactly the same idea. The question whether
they are so or not simply depends upon the question whether, when we say, ‘It would be better that A should exist
quite alone than that B should exist quite alone,’ we are or are not saying exactly the same thing, as when we say,
‘Supposing we had to choose between an action of which A would be the sole effect, and one of which B would be the
sole effect, it would be our duty to choose the former rather than the latter.’4 And it certainly does seem, at first sight,
as if the two propositions were not identical; as if we should not be saying exactly the same thing in asserting the one,
as in asserting the other.
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But, even if they are not identical, our theory asserts that they are certainly equivalent: that, whenever the one is true, the
other is certainly also true. And, if they are not identical, this assertion of equivalence amounts to the very important
proposition that: An action is right, only if no action, which the agent could have done instead, would have had
intrinsically better results: while an action is wrong, only if the agent could have done some other action instead whose
total results would have been intrinsically better. It certainly seems as if this proposition were not a mere tautology.
And, if so, then we must admit that our theory assigns a unique position to pleasure and pain in two respects, and not
in one only. It asserts, first of all, that they have a unique relation to right and wrong; and secondly, that they have a
unique relation to intrinsic value.

Our theory asserts, then, that any whole which contains a greater amount of pleasure, is always intrinsically better than
one which contains a smaller amount, no matter what the two may be like in other respects; and that no whole can be
intrinsically better than another unless it contains more pleasure. But it must be remembered that throughout this
discussion, we have, for the sake of convenience, been using the phrase ‘contains more pleasure’ in an inaccurate sense.
I explained5 that I should say of one whole, A, that it contained more pleasure than another, B, whenever A and B were
related to one another in either of the five following ways: namely (i) when A and B both contain an excess of pleasure
over pain, but A contains a greater excess than B; (2) when A contains an excess of pleasure over pain, while B
contains no excess either of pleasure over pain or of pain over pleasure; (3) when A contains an excess of pleasure over
pain, while B contains an excess of pain over pleasure, (4) when A contains no excess either of pleasure over pain or of
pain over pleasure, while B does contain an excess of pain over pleasure; and (5) when both A and B contain an excess
of pain over pleasure, but A contains a smaller excess than B. Whenever in stating this theory, I have
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spoken of one whole, or effect, or set of effects, A, as containing more pleasure than another, B, I have always meant
merely that A was related to B in one or other of these five ways. And so here, when our theory says that every whole which
contains a greater amount of pleasure is always intrinsically better than one which contains less, and that nothing can
be intrinsically better than anything else unless it contains more pleasure, this must be understood to mean that any
whole, A, which stands to another, B, in any one of these five relations, is always intrinsically better than B, and that no
one thing can be intrinsically better than another, unless it stands to it in one or other of these five relations. And it
becomes important to remember this, when we go on to take account of another fact.

It is plain that when we talk of one thing being ‘better’ than another we may mean any one of five different things. We
may mean either (1) that while both are positively good, the first is better; or (2) that while the first is positively good,
the second is neither good nor bad, but indifferent; or (3) that while the first is positively good, the second is positively
bad; or (4) that while the first is indifferent, the second is positively bad; or (5) that while both are positively bad, the
first is less bad than the second. We should, in common life, say that one thing was ‘better’ than another, whenever it
stood to that other in any one of these five relations. Or, in other words, we hold that among things which stand to one
another in the relation of better and worse, some are positively good, others positively bad, and others neither good
nor bad, but indifferent. And our theory holds that this is, in fact, the case, with things which have a place in the scale
of intrinsic value: some of them are intrinsically good, others intrinsically bad, and others indifferent. And it would say
that a whole is intrinsically good, whenever and only when it contains an excess of pleasure over pain; intrinsically bad,
whenever and only when it contains an excess of pain over pleasure; and intrinsically indifferent, whenever and only
when it contains neither.
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In addition, therefore, to laying down precise rules as to what things are intrinsically better or worse than others, our
theory also lays down equally precise ones as to what things are intrinsically good and bad and indifferent. By saying that a
thing is intrinsically good it means that it would be a good thing that the thing in question should exist, even if it existed
quite alone, without any further accompaniments or effects whatever.6 By saying that it is intrinsically bad, it means that
it would be a bad thing or an evil that it should exist, even if it existed quite alone, without any further accompaniments
or effects whatever. And by saying that it is intrinsically indifferent, it means that, if it existed quite alone, its existence
would be neither a good nor an evil in any degree whatever. And just as the conceptions ‘intrinsically better’ and
‘intrinsically worse’ are connected in a perfectly precise manner with the conceptions ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, so, it
maintains, are these other conceptions also. To say of anything, A, that it is ‘intrinsically good’, is equivalent to saying
that, if we had to choose between an action of which A would be the sole or total effect, and an action which would
have absolutely no effects at all, it would always be our duty to choose the former, and wrong to choose the latter.7
And similarly to say of anything, A, that it is ‘intrinsically bad’, is equivalent to saying that, if we had to choose between
an action of which A would be the sole effect, and an action which would have absolutely no effects at all, it would
always be our duty to choose the latter and wrong to choose the former. And finally, to say of anything, A, that it is
‘intrinsically indifferent’, is equivalent to saying that, if we had to choose between an action, of which A would be the
sole effect, and an action which would have absolutely no effects at all, it would not matter which we chose: either
choice would be equally right.

To sum up, then, we may say that, in its second part, our theory lays down three principles. It asserts (i) that anything
whatever, whether it be a single effect, or a whole set of effects, or a whole Universe, is intrinsically good, whenever and
only
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when it either is or contains an excess of pleasure over pain; that anything whatever is intrinsically bad, whenever and
only when it either is or contains an excess of pain over pleasure; and that all other things, no matter what their nature
may be, are intrinsically indifferent. It asserts (2) that any one thing, whether it be a single effect, or a whole set of
effects, or a whole Universe, is intrinsically better than another, whenever and only when the two are related to one
another in one or other of the five following ways: namely, when either (a) while both are intrinsically good, the second
is not so good as the first; or (b) while the first is intrinsically good, the second is intrinsically indifferent; or (c) while the
first is intrinsically good, the second is intrinsically bad; or (d) while the first is intrinsically indifferent, the second is
intrinsically bad; or (e) while both are intrinsically bad, the first is not so bad as the second. And it asserts (3) that, if we
had to choose between two actions one of which would have intrinsically better total effects than the other, it always
would be our duty to choose the former, and wrong to choose the latter; and that no action ever can be right if we
could have done anything else instead which would have had intrinsically better total effects, nor wrong, unless we could
have done something else instead which would have had intrinsically better total effects. From these three principles
taken together, the whole theory follows. And whether it be true or false, it is, I think, at least a perfectly clear and
intelligible theory. Whether it is or is not of any practical importance is, indeed, another question. But, even if it were of
none whatever, it certainly lays down propositions of so fundamental and so farreaching a character, that it seems
worth while to consider whether they are true or false. There remain, I think, only two points which should be noticed
with regard to it, before we go on to consider the principal objections which may be urged against it.

It should be noticed, first, that, though this theory asserts that nothing is intrinsically good, unless it is or contains an
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excess of pleasure over pain, it is very far from asserting that nothing is good, unless it fulfils this condition. By saying
that a thing is intrinsically good, it means, as has been explained, that the existence of the thing in question would be a
good, even if it existed quite alone, without any accompaniments or effects whatever; and it is quite plain that when we
call things ‘good’ we by no means always mean this: we by no means always mean that they would be good, even if they
existed quite alone. Very often, for instance, when we say that a thing is ‘good’, we mean that it is good because of its
effects; and we should not for a moment maintain that it would be good, even if it had no effects at all. We are, for
instance, familiar with the idea that it is sometimes a good thing for people to suffer pain; and yet we should be very
loth to maintain that in all such cases their suffering would be a good thing, even if nothing were gained by it—if it had
no further effects. We do, in general, maintain that suffering is good, only where and because it has further good effects.
And similarly with many other things. Many things, therefore, which are not ‘intrinsically’ good, may nevertheless be
‘good’ in some one or other of the senses in which we use that highly ambiguous word.8 And hence our theory can and
would quite consistently maintain that, while nothing is intrinsically good except pleasure or wholes which contain
pleasure, many other things really are ‘good’; and similarly that, while nothing is intrinsically bad except pain or wholes
which contain it, yet many other things are really ‘bad’. It would, for instance, maintain that it is always a good thing to
act rightly, and a bad thing to act wrongly; although it would say at the same time that, since actions, strictly speaking,
do not contain either pleasure or pain, but are only accompanied by or causes of them, a right action is never intrinsically
good, nor a wrong one intrinsically bad. And similarly it would maintain that it is perfectly true that some men are
‘good’, and others ‘bad’, and some better than others; although no man can strictly be said to contain either pleasure
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or pain, and hence none can be either intrinsically good or intrinsically bad or intrinsically better than any other. It
would even maintain (and this also it can do quite consistently), that events which are intrinsically good are nevertheless
very often bad, and intrinsically bad ones good. It would, for instance, say that it is often a very bad thing for a man to
enjoy a particular pleasure on a particular occasion, although the event, which consists in his enjoying it, may be
intrinsically good, since it contains an excess of pleasure over pain. It may often be a very bad thing that such an event
should happen, because it causes the man himself or other beings to have less pleasure or more pain in the future, than
they would otherwise have had. And for similar reasons it may often be a very good thing that an intrinsically bad
event should happen.

It is important to remember all this, because otherwise the theory may appear much more paradoxical than it really is.
It may, for instance, appear, at first sight, as if it denied all value to anything except pleasure and wholes which contain
it—a view which would be extremely paradoxical if it were held. But it does not do this. It does not deny all value to
other things, but only all intrinsic value—a very different thing. It only says that none of them would have any value if
they existed quite alone. But, of course, as a matter of fact, none of them do exist quite alone, and hence it may quite
consistently allow that, as it is, many of them do have very great value. Concerning kinds of value, other than intrinsic
value, it does not profess to lay down any general rules at all. And its reason for confining itself to intrinsic value is
because it holds that this and this alone is related to right and wrong in the perfectly definite manner explained above.
Whenever an action is right, it is right only if and because the total effects of no action, which the agent could have
done instead, would have had more intrinsic value; and whenever an action is wrong, it is wrong only if and because the
total effects of some other action, which the agent could have done instead, would have had more intrinsic value. This
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proposition, which is true of intrinsic value, is not, it holds, true of value of any other kind.

And a second point which should be noticed about this theory is the following. It is often represented as asserting that
pleasure is the only thing which is ultimately good or desirable, and pain the only thing which is ultimately bad or
undesirable; or as asserting that pleasure is the only thing which is good for its own sake, and pain the only thing which is
bad for its own sake. And there is, I think, a sense in which it does assert this. But these expressions are not commonly
carefully defined; and it is worth noticing that, if our theory does assert these propositions, the expressions ‘ultimately
good’ or ‘good for its own sake’ must be understood in a different sense from that which has been assigned above to the
expression ‘intrinsically good’. We must not take ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’ to be synonyms for ‘intrinsically
good’. For our theory most emphatically does not assert that pleasure is the only thing intrinsically good, and pain the
only thing intrinsically evil. On the contrary, it asserts that any whole which contains an excess of pleasure over pain is
intrinsically good, no matter how much else it may contain besides; and similarly that any whole which contains an
excess of pain over pleasure is intrinsically bad. This distinction between the conception expressed by ‘ultimately good’ or
‘good for its own sake’, on the one hand, and that expressed by ‘intrinsically good’, on the other, is not commonly made;
and yet obviously we must make it, if we are to say that our theory does assert that pleasure is the only ultimate good,
and pain the only ultimate evil. The two conceptions, if used in this way, have one important point in common, namely,
that both of them will only apply to things whose existence would be good, even if they existed quite alone. Whether we
assert that a thing is ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’ or ‘intrinsically good’, we are always asserting that it
would be good, even if it existed quite alone. But the two conceptions differ in respect of the fact that, whereas a
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whole which is ‘intrinsically good’ may contain parts which are not intrinsically good, i.e., would not be good, if they
existed quite alone; anything which is ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’ can contain no such parts. This, I
think, is the meaning which we must assign to the expressions ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’, if we are to
say that our theory asserts pleasure to be the only thing ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’. We may, in short,
divide intrinsically good things into two classes: namely (1) those which, while as wholes they are intrinsically good,
nevertheless contain some parts which are not intrinsically good; and (2) those, which either have no parts at all, or, if
they have any, have none but what are themselves intrinsically good. And we may thus, if we please, confine the terms
ultimately good' or good for their own sakes' to things which belong to the second of these two classes. We may, of
course, make a precisely similar distinction between two classes of intrinsically bad things. And it is only if we do this
that our theory can be truly said to assert that nothing is ‘ultimately good’ or ‘good for its own sake’, except pleasure;
and nothing ‘ultimately bad’ or ‘bad for its own sake’, except pain.

Such is the ethical theory which I have chosen to state, because it seems to me particularly simple, and hence to bring
out particularly clearly some of the main questions which have formed the subject of ethical discussion.

What is specially important is to distinguish the question which it professes to answer in its first part, from the much
more radical questions which it professes to answer in its second. In its first part, it only professes to answer the
question: What characteristic is there which does actually, as a matter of fact, belong to all right voluntary actions, which
ever have been or will be done in this world? While, in its second part, it professes to answer the much, more
fundamental question: What characteristic is there which would belong to absolutely any voluntary action which was
right, in any conceivable
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Universe, and under any conceivable circumstances? These two questions are obviously extremely different, and by the
theory I have stated I mean a theory which does profess to give an answer to both.

Whether this theory has ever been held in exactly the form in which I have stated it, I should not like to say. But many
people have certainly held something very like it; and it seems to be what is often meant by the familiar name
‘Utilitarianism’, which is the reason why I have chosen this name as the title of these two chapters. It must not,
however, be assumed that anybody who talks about ‘Utilitarianism’ always means precisely this theory in all its details.
On the contrary, many even of those who call themselves Utilitarians would object to some of its most fundamental
propositions. One of the difficulties which occurs in ethical discussions is that no single name which has ever been
proposed as the name of an ethical theory, has any absolutely fixed significance. On the contrary, every name may be,
and often is, used as a name for several different theories, which may differ from one another in very important
respects. Hence, whenever anybody uses such a name, you can never trust to the name alone, but must always look
carefully to see exactly what he means by it. For this reason I do not propose, in what follows, to give any name at all to
this theory which I have stated, but will refer to it simply as the theory stated in these first two chapters.9
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3 The Objectivity of Moral Judgements

AGAINST THE THEORY, which has been stated in the last two chapters, an enormous variety of different objections
may be urged; and I cannot hope to deal with nearly all of them. What I want to do is to choose out those, which seem
to me to be the most important, because they are the most apt to be strongly felt, and because they concern extremely
general questions of principle. It seems to me that some of these objections are well founded, and that others are not,
according as they are directed against different parts of what our theory asserts. And I propose, therefore, to split up
the theory into parts, and to consider separately the chief objections which might be urged against each of these
different parts.

And we may begin with an extremely fundamental point. Our theory plainly implied two things. It implied (I) that, if it
is true at any one time that a particular voluntary action is right, it must always be true of that particular action that it
was right: or, in other words, that an action cannot change from right to wrong, or from wrong to right; that it cannot
possibly be true of the very same action that it is right at one time and wrong at another. And it implied also (2) that
the same action cannot possibly at the same time be both right and wrong. It plainly implied both these two things
because it asserted that a voluntary action can only be right, if it produces a maximum of pleasure, and can only be
wrong, if it produces less than a



maximum.1 And obviously, if it is once true of any action that it did produce a maximum of pleasure, it must always be
true of it that it did; and obviously also it cannot be true at one and the same time of one and the same action both that
it did produce a maximum of pleasure and also that it produced less than a maximum. Our theory implied, therefore,
that any particular action cannot possibly be both right and wrong either at the same time or at different times. At any
particular time it must be either right or wrong, and, whichever it is at any one time, it will be the same at all times.

It must be carefully noticed, however, that our theory only implies that this is true of any particular voluntary action,
which we may choose to consider: it does not imply that the same is ever true of a class of actions. That is to say, it
implies that if, at the time when Brutus murdered Caesar, this action of his was right, then it must be equally true now,
and will always be true, that this particular action of Brutus was right, and it never can have been and never will be true
that it was wrong. Brutus's action on this particular occasion cannot, it says, have been both right and wrong; and if it
was once true that it was right, then it must always be true that it was right; or if it was once true that it was wrong, it
must always be true that it was wrong. And similarly with every other absolutely particular action, which actually was
done or might have been done by a particular man on a particular occasion. Of every such action, our theory says, it is
true that it cannot at any time have been both right and wrong; and also that, whichever of these two predicates it
possessed at any one time, it must possess the same at all times. But it does not imply that the same is true of any
particular class of actions—of murder, for instance. It does not assert that if one murder, committed at one time, was
wrong, then any other murder committed at the same time must also have been wrong; nor that if one murder,
committed at one time, is wrong, any other murder committed at any other time must be wrong. On the contrary,
though it does not
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directly imply that this is false, yet it does imply that it is unlikely that any particular class of actions will absolutely
always be right or absolutely always wrong. For, it holds, as we have seen, that the question whether an action is right
or wrong depends upon its effects; and the question what effects an action will produce depends, of course, not only
upon the class to which it belongs, but also on the particular circumstances in which it is done. While, in one set of
circumstances, a particular kind of action may produce good effects, in other circumstances a precisely similar action
may produce bad ones. And, since the circumstances are always changing, it is extremely unlikely (though not
impossible) that actions of any particular class, such as murder or adultery, should absolutely always be right or
absolutely always wrong. Our theory, therefore, does not imply that, if an action of a particular class is right once, every
other action of the same classmust always be right: on the contrary, it follows from its view that this is unlikely to be true.
What it does imply, is that if we consider any particular instance of any class, that particular instance cannot ever be both
right and wrong, and if once right, must always be right. And it is extremely important to distinguish clearly between
these two different questions, because they are liable to be confused. When we ask whether the same action can be both
right and wrong we may mean two entirely different things by this question. We may merely mean to ask: Can the same
kind of action be right at one time and wrong at another, or right and wrong simultaneously? And to this question our
theory would be inclined to answer: It can. Or else by the same action, we may mean not merely the same kind of action,
but some single, absolutely particular action, which was or might have been performed by a definite person on a
definite occasion. And it is to this question that our theory replies: It is absolutely impossible that any one single,
absolutely particular action can ever be both right and wrong, either at the same time or at different times.
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Now this question as to whether one and the same action can ever be both right and wrong at the same time, or can
ever be right at one time and wrong at another, is, I think, obviously, an extremely fundamental one. If we decide it in
the affirmative, then a great many of the questions which have been most discussed by ethical writers are at once put
out of court. It must, for instance, be idle to discuss what characteristic there is, which universally distinguishes right
actions from wrong ones, if this view be true. If one and the same action can be both right and wrong, then obviously
there can be no such characteristic—there can be no characteristic which always belongs to right actions, and never to
wrong ones; since, if so much as one single action is both right and wrong, this action must possess any characteristic (if
there is one) which always belongs to right actions, and, at the same time, since the action is also wrong, this
characteristic cannot be one which never belongs to wrong actions. Before, therefore, we enter on any discussions as to
what characteristic there is which always belongs to right actions and never to wrong ones, it is extremely important that
we should satisfy ourselves, if we can, that one and the same action cannot be both right and wrong, either at the same
time or at different times. For, if this is not the case, then all such discussions must be absolutely futile. I propose,
therefore, first of all, to raise the simple issue: Can one and the same action be both right and wrong, either at the same
time or at different times? Is the theory stated in the last two chapters in the right, so far as it merely asserts that this
cannot be the case?

Now I think that most of those who hold, as this theory does, that one and the same action cannot be both right and
wrong, simply assume that this is the case, without trying to prove it. It is, indeed, quite common to find the mere fact
that a theory implies the contrary, used as a conclusive argument against that theory. It is argued: Since this theory
implies that one and the same action can be both right and wrong, and since it is
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evident that this cannot be so, therefore the theory in question must be false. And, for my part, it seems to me that
such a method of argument is perfectly justified. It does seem to me to be evident that no voluntary action can be both
right and wrong; and I do not see how this can be proved by reference to any principle which is more certain than it is
itself. If, therefore, anybody asserts that the contrary is evident to him—that it is evident to him that one and the same
action can be both right and wrong, I do not see how it can be proved that he is wrong. If the question is reduced to
these ultimate terms, it must, I think, simply be left to the reader's inspection. Like all ultimate questions, it is incapable
of strict proof either way. But most of those who hold that an action can be both right and wrong are, I think, in fact
influenced by certain considerations, which do admit of argument. They hold certain views, from which this
conclusion follows; and it is only because they hold these views that they adopt the conclusion. There are, I think, two
views, in particular, which are very commonly held and which are specially influential in leading people to adopt it.2
And it is very important that we should consider these two views carefully, both because they lead to this conclusion
and for other reasons.

The first of them is as follows. It may be held, namely, that, whenever we assert that an action or class of actions is
right or wrong, we must be merely making an assertion about somebody's feelings towards the action or class of actions
in question. This is a view which seems to be very commonly held in some form or other;3 and one chief reason why it
is held is, I think, that many people seem to find an extreme difficulty in seeing what else we possibly can mean by the
words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, except that some mind or set of minds has some feeling, or some other mental attitude,
towards the actions to which we apply these predicates. In some of its forms this view does not lead to the
consequence that one and the same action may be both right and wrong; and with these forms we are not
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concerned just at present. But some of the forms in which it may be held do directly lead to this consequence; and
where people do hold that one and the same action may be both right and wrong, it is, I think, very generally because
they hold this view in one of these forms. There are several different forms of it which do lead to this consequence,
and they are apt, I think, not to be clearly distinguished from one another. People are apt to assume that in our
judgements of right and wrong we must be making an assertion about the feelings of some man or some group of men,
without trying definitely to make up their minds as to who the man or group of men can be about whose feelings we
are making it. So soon as this question is fairly faced, it becomes plain, I think, that there are serious objections to any
possible alternative.

To begin with, it may be held that whenever any man asserts an action to be right or wrong, what he is asserting is
merely that he himself has some particular feeling towards the action in question. Each of us, according to this view, is
merely making an assertion about his own feelings: when I assert that an action is right, the whole of what I mean is
merely that I have some particular feeling towards the action; and when you make the same assertion, the whole of what
you mean is merely that you have the feeling in question towards the action. Different views may, of course, be taken as
to what the feeling is which we are supposed to assert that we have.4 Some people might say that, when we
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call an action right, we are merely asserting that we like it or are pleased with it; and that when we call one wrong, we are
merely asserting that we dislike it or are displeased with it. Others might say, more plausibly, that it is not mere liking and
dislike that we express by these judgements, but a peculiar sort of liking and dislike, which might perhaps be called a
feeling of moral approval and of moral disapproval. Others, again, might, perhaps, say that it is not a pair of opposite
feelings which are involved, but merely the presence or absence of one particular feeling: that, for instance, when we
call an action wrong, we merely mean to say that we have towards it a feeling of disapproval, and that by calling it right,
we mean to say, not that we have towards it a positive feeling of approval, but merely that we have not got towards it the
feeling of disapproval. But whatever view be taken as to the precise nature of the feelings about which we are
supposed to be making a judgement, any view which holds that, when we call an action right or wrong, each of us is
always merely asserting that he himself has or has not some particular feeling towards it, does, I think, inevitably lead to
the same conclusion—namely, that quite often one and the same action is both right and wrong; and any such view is
also exposed to one and the same fatal objection.

The argument which shows that such views inevitably lead to the conclusion that one and the same action is quite
often both right and wrong, consists of two steps, each of which deserves to be separately emphasized.

The first is this. If, whenever I judge an action to be right, I, am merely judging that I myself have a particular feeling
towards it, then it plainly follows that, provided I really have the feeling in question, my judgement is true, and
therefore the action in question really is right. And what is true of me, in this respect, will also be true of any other
man. No matter what we suppose the feeling to be, it must be true that, whenever and so long as any man really has
towards any action the feeling in question, then, and for just so long, the action in question really is right. For what our
theory supposes is that, when a man judges an action to be right, he is merely judging that he has this feeling towards it;
and hence, whenever he really has it, his judgement must be true, and the action really must be right. It strictly follows,
therefore, from this theory that whenever any man whatever really has a particular feeling towards an action, the action
really is right; and whenever any man whatever really has another particular feeling towards an action, the action really is
wrong. Or, if we take the view that
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it is not a pair of feelings which are in question, but merely the presence or absence of a single feeling—for instance,
the feeling of moral disapproval; then, what follows is, that whenever any man whatever fails to have this feeling
towards an action, the action really is right, and whenever any man whatever has got the feeling, the action really is
wrong. Whatever view we take as to what the feelings are, and whether we suppose that it is a pair of feelings or merely
the presence and absence of a single one, the consequence follows that the presence (or absence) of the feeling in
question in any man whatever is sufficient to ensure that an action is right or wrong, as the case may be. And it is
important to insist that this consequence does follow, because it is not, I think, always clearly seen. It seems some times
to be vaguely held that when a man judges an action to be right, he is merely judging that he has a particular feeling
towards it, but that yet, though he really has this feeling, the action is not necessarily really right. But obviously this is
impossible. If the whole of what we mean to assert, when we say that an action is right, is merely that we have a
particular feeling towards it, then plainly, provided only we really have this feeling, the action must really be right.

It follows, therefore, from any view of this type, that, whenever any man has (or has not) some particular feeling
towards an action, the action is right; and also that, whenever any man has (or has not) some particular feeling towards
an action, the action is wrong. And now, if we take into account a second fact, it seems plainly to follow that, if this be
so, one and the same action must quite often be both right and wrong.

This second fact is merely the observed fact, which it seems difficult to deny, that, whatever pair of feelings or single
feeling we take, cases do occur in which two different men have opposite feelings towards the same action, and in
which, while one has a given feeling towards an action, the other has not got it. It might, perhaps, be thought that it is
possible to find some pair of feelings or some single feeling, in the case of which
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this rule does not hold: that, for instance, no man ever really feels moral approval towards an action, towards which
another feels moral disapproval. This is a view which people are apt to take, because, where we have a strong feeling of
moral disapproval towards an action, we may find it very difficult to believe that any other man really has a feeling of
moral approval towards the same action, or even that he regards it without some degree of moral disapproval. And
there is some excuse for this view in the fact, that when a man says that an action is right, and even though he sincerely
believes it to be so, it may nevertheless be the case that he really feels towards it some degree of moral disapproval. That
is to say, though it is certain that men's opinions as to what is right and wrong often differ, it is not certain that their
feelings always differ when their opinions do. But still, if we look at the extraordinary differences that there have been
and are between different races of mankind, and in different stages of society, in respect of the classes of actions which
have been regarded as right and wrong, it is, I think, scarcely possible to doubt that, in some societies, actions have
been regarded with actual feelings of positive moral approval, towards which many of us would feel the strongest
disapproval. And if this is so with regard to classes of actions, it can hardly fail to be sometimes the case with regard to
particular actions. We may, for instance, read of a particular action, which excites in us a strong feeling of moral
disapproval; and yet it can hardly be doubted that sometimes this very action will have been regarded by some of the
men among whom it was done, without any feeling of disapproval whatever, and even with a feeling of positive
approval. But, if this be so, then, on the view we are considering, it will absolutely follow that whereas it was true then,
when it was done, that that action was right, it is true now that the very same action was wrong.

And once we admit that there have been such real differences of feeling between men in different stages of society, we
must
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also, I think, admit that such differences do quite often exist even among contemporaries, when they are members of
very different societies; so that one and the same action may quite often be at the same time both right and wrong. And,
having admitted this, we ought, I think, to go still further. Once we are convinced that real differences of feeling towards
certain classes of actions, and not merely differences of opinion, do exist between men in different states of society, the
probability is that when two men in the same state of society differ in opinion as to whether an action is right or wrong,
this difference of opinion, though it by no means always indicates a corresponding difference of feeling, yet sometimes
really is accompanied by such a difference: so that two members of the same society may really sometimes have
opposite feelings towards one and the same action, whatever feeling we take. And finally, we must admit, I think, that even
one and the same individual may experience such a change of feeling towards one and the same action. A man
certainly does often come to change his opinion as to whether a particular action was right or wrong; and we must, I
think, admit that, sometimes at least, his feelings towards it completely change as well; so that, for instance, an action,
which he formerly regarded with moral disapproval, he may now regard with positive moral approval, and vice versa. So
that, for this reason alone, and quite apart from differences of feeling between different men, we shall have to admit,
according to our theory, that it is often now true of an action that it was right, although it was formerly true of the same
action that it was wrong.

This fact, on which I have been insisting, that different men do feel differently towards the same action, and that even
the same man may feel differently towards it at different times, is, of course, a mere commonplace; and my only excuse
for insisting on it is that it might possibly be thought that some one feeling or pair of feelings, and those the very ones
which it is most plausible to regard as the ones about which we are making an
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assertion in our judgements of right and wrong, are exceptions to the rule. I think, however, we must recognize that no
feeling or pair of feelings, which could possibly be maintained to be the ones with which our judgements of right and
wrong are concerned, does, in fact, form an exception. Whatever feeling you take, it seems hardly possible to doubt
that instances have actually occurred, in which, while one man really had the feeling in question towards a given action,
other men have not had it, and some of them have even had an opposite one, towards the same action. There may,
perhaps, be some classes of actions in the case of which this has never occurred; but what seems certain is that there are
some classes with which it has occurred: and, if there are any at all, that is sufficient to establish our conclusion. For if this
is so, and if, when a man asserts an action to be right or wrong, he is always merely asserting that he himself has some
particular feeling towards it, then it absolutely follows that one and the same action has sometimes been both right and
wrong—right at one time and wrong at another, or both simultaneously.

And I think that some argument of this sort is the chief reason why many people are apt to hold that one and the same
action may be both right and wrong. They are much impressed by the fact that different men do feel quite differently
towards the same classes of action, and, holding also that, when we judge an action to be right or wrong, we must be
merely making a judgement about somebody's feelings, it seems impossible to avoid the conclusion that one and the
same action often is both right and wrong. This conclusion does not, indeed, necessarily follow from these two
doctrines taken together. Whether it follows or not, depends on the precise form in which we hold the latter
doctrine—upon who the somebody is about whose feelings we are making the assertion. But it does follow from the
precise form of this doctrine which we are now considering— the form which asserts that each man is merely making
an assertion about his own feelings. And, since this is one of the
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most plausible forms in which the doctrine can be held, it is extremely important to consider whether it can be true in
this form. Can it possibly be the case, then, that, when we judge an action to be right or wrong, each of us is only
asserting that he himself has some particular feeling towards it?

It seems to me that there is an absolutely fatal objection to the view that this is the case. It must be remembered that
the question is merely a question of fact: a question as to the actual analysis of our moral judgements—as to what it is
that actually happens, when we think an action to be right or wrong. And if we remember that it is thus merely a
question as to what we actually think, when we think an action to be right or wrong,—neither more nor less than
this,—it can, I think, be clearly seen that the view we are considering is inconsistent with plain facts. This is so, because
it involves a curious consequence, which those who hold it do not always seem to realize that it involves; and this
consequence is, I think, plainly not in accordance with the facts. The consequence is this. If, when one man says, ‘This
action is right,’ and another answers, ‘No, it is not right,’ each of them is always merely making an assertion about his
own feelings, it plainly follows that there is never really any difference of opinion between them: the one of them is
never really contradicting what the other is asserting. They are no more contradicting one another than if, when one
had said, ‘I like sugar,’ the other had answered, ‘I don't like sugar.’ In such a case, there is, of course, no conflict of
opinion, no contradiction of one by the other: for it may perfectly well be the case that what each asserts is equally true;
it may quite well be the case that the one man really does like sugar, and the other really does not like it. The one,
therefore, is never denying what the other is asserting. And what the view we are considering involves is that when one
man holds an action to be right, and another holds it to be wrong or not right, here also the one is never denying what
the other is asserting. It involves, therefore, the very curious consequence that no two men can
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ever differ in opinion as to whether an action is right or wrong. And surely the fact that it involves this consequence is
sufficient to condemn it. It is surely plain matter of fact that when I assert an action to be wrong, and another man
asserts it to be right, there sometimes is a real difference of opinion between us: he sometimes is denying the very thing
which I am asserting. But, if this is so, then it cannot possibly be the case that each of us is merely making a judgement
about his own feelings; since two such judgements never can contradict one another. We can, therefore, reduce the
question whether this theory is true or not, to a very simple question of fact. Is it ever the case that when one man
thinks that an action is right and another thinks it is not right, that the second really is thinking that the action has not
got some predicate which the first thinks that it has got? I think, if we look at this question fairly, we must admit that it
sometimes is the case; that both men may use the word ‘right’ to denote exactly the same predicate, and that the one may
really be thinking that the action in question really has this predicate, while the other is thinking that it has not got it. But
if this is so, then the theory we are considering certainly is not true. It cannot be true that every man always denotes by
the word ‘right’ merely a relation to his own feelings, since, if that were so, no two men would ever denote by this word
the same predicate; and hence a man who said that an action was not right could never be denying that it had the very
predicate, which another, who said that it was right, was asserting that it had.

It seems to me this argument5 proves conclusively that, whatever we do mean, when we say that an action is right, we
certainly do not mean merely that we ourselves have a certain feeling towards it. But it is important to distinguish
carefully between exactly what it does prove, and what it does not prove. It does not prove, at all, that it may not be the
case, that, whenever any man judges an action to be right, he always, in fact, has a certain feeling towards it, and even
that he makes the
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judgement only because he has that feeling. It only proves that, even if this be so, what he is judging is not merely that he
has the feeling. And these two points are, I think, very liable to be confused. It may be alleged to be a fact that
whenever a man judges an action to be right, he only does so, because he has a certain feeling towards it; and this alleged
fact may actually be used as an argument to prove that what he is judging is merely that he has the feeling. But
obviously, even if the alleged fact be a fact, it does not in the least support this conclusion. The two points are entirely
different, and there is a most important difference between their consequences. The difference is that, even if it be true
that a man never judges an action to be right, unless he has a certain feeling towards it, yet, if this be all, the mere fact
that he has this feeling, will not prove his judgement to be true; we may quite well hold that, even though he has the
feeling and judges the action to be right, yet sometimes his judgement is false and the action is not really right. But if,
on the other hand, we hold that what he is judging is merely that he has the feeling, then the mere fact that he has it will
prove his judgement to be true: if he is only judging that he has it, then the mere fact that he has it is, of course,
sufficient to make his judgement true. We must, therefore, distinguish carefully between the assertion that, whenever a
man judges an action to be right, he only does so because he has a certain feeling, and the entirely different assertion that,
whenever he judges an action to be right, he is merely judging that he has this feeling. The former assertion, even if it
be true, does not prove that the latter is true also. And we may, therefore, dispute the latter without disputing the
former. It is only the latter which our argument proves to be untrue; and not a word has been said tending to show that
the former may not be perfectly true.

Our argument, therefore, does not disprove the assertion, if it should be made, that we only judge actions to be right
and wrong, when and because we have certain feelings towards them.
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And it is also important to insist that it does not disprove another assertion also. It does not disprove the assertion
that, whenever any man has a certain feeling towards an action, the action is, as a matter of fact, always right. Anybody is
still perfectly free to hold that this is true, as a matter of fact, and that, therefore, as a matter of fact, one and the same action
often is both right and wrong, even if he admits what our argument does prove; namely, that, when a man thinks an
action to be right or wrong, he is not merely thinking that he has some feeling towards it. The only importance of our
argument, in this connexion, is merely that it destroys one of the main reasons for holding that this is true, as a matter
of fact. If we once clearly see that to say that an action is right is not the same thing as to say that we have any feeling
towards it, what reason is there left for holding that the presence of a certain feeling is, in fact, always a sign that it is
right? No one, I think, would be very much tempted to assert that the mere presence (or absence) of a certain feeling is
invariably a sign of rightness, but for the supposition that, in some way or other, the only possible meaning of the word
‘right’, as applied to actions, is that somebody has a certain feeling towards them. And it is this supposition, in one of
its forms, that our argument does disprove.

But even if it be admitted that, in this precise form, this view is quite untenable, it may still be urged that nevertheless it
is true in some other form, from which the same consequence will follow—namely, the consequence that one and the
same action is quite often both right and wrong. Many people have such a strong disposition to believe that when we
judge an action to be right or wrong we must be merely making an assertion about the feelings of some man or set of
men, that, even if they are convinced that we are not always merely making an assertion, each about his own feelings,
they will still be disposed to think that we must be making one about somebody else's. The difficulty is to find any man or
set of men about whose feelings it can be plausibly held that we are making an assertion, if we
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are not merely making one about our own; but still there are two alternatives, which may seem, at first sight, to be just
possible, namely (i) that each man, when he asserts an action to be right or wrong, is merely asserting that a certain
feeling is generally felt towards actions of that class by most of the members of the society to which he belongs, or (2)
merely that some man or other has a certain feeling towards them.

From either of these two views, it will, of course, follow that one and the same action is often both right and wrong,
for the same reasons as were given in the last case. Thus, if, when I assert an action to be right, I am merely asserting
that it is generally approved in the society to which I belong, it follows, of course, that if it is generally approved by my
society, my assertion is true, and the action really is right. But as we saw, it seems undeniable, that some actions which
are generally approved in my society, will have been disapproved or will still be disapproved in other societies. And,
since any member of one of those societies will, on this view, when he judges an action to be wrong, be merely judging
that it is disapproved in his society, it follows that when he judges one of these actions, which really is disapproved in
his society, though approved in mine, to be wrong, this judgement of his will be just as true as my judgement that the
same action was right: and hence the same action really will be both right and wrong. And similarly, if we adopt the
other alternative, and say that when a man judges an action to be right he is merely judging that some man or other has a
particular feeling towards it, it will, of course, follow that whenever any man at all really has this feeling towards it, the
action really is right, while, whenever any man at all has not got it or has an opposite feeling, the action really is wrong;
and, since cases will certainly occur in which one man has the required feeling, while another has an opposite one
towards the same action, in all such cases the same action will be both right and wrong.

From either of these two views, then, the same consequence
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will follow. And, though I do not know whether any one would definitely hold either of them to be true, it is, I think,
worth while briefly to consider the objections to them, because they seem to be the only alternatives left, from which
this consequence will follow, when once we have rejected the view that, in our judgements of right and wrong, each of
us is merely talking about his own feelings; and because, while the objection which did apply to that view, does not apply
equally to these, there is an objection which does apply to these, but which does not apply nearly so obviously to that
one.

The objection which was urged against that view does, indeed, apply, in a limited extent, to the first of these two: since
if when a man judges an action to be right or wrong, he is always merely making an assertion about the feelings of his
own society, it will follow that two men, who belong to different societies, can never possibly differ in opinion as to
whether an action is right or wrong. But this objection does not apply as between two men who both belong to the
same society. The view that when any man asserts an action to be right he is merely making an assertion about the
feelings of his own society, does allow that two men belonging to the same society may really differ in opinion as to
whether an action is right or wrong. Neither this view, therefore, nor the view that we are merely asserting that some
man or other has a particular feeling towards the action in question involves the absurdity that no two men can ever differ
in opinion as to whether an action is right or wrong. We cannot, therefore, urge the fact that they involve this absurdity
as an objection against them, as we could against the view that each man is merely talking of his own feelings.

But both of them are nevertheless exposed to another objection, equally fatal, to which that view was not so obviously
exposed. The objection is again merely one of psychological fact, resting upon observation of what actually happens
when a man thinks an action to be right or wrong. For, whatever
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feeling or feelings we take as the ones about which he is supposed to be judging, it is quite certain that a man may think
an action to be right, even when he does not think that the members of his society have in general the required feeling
(or absence of feeling) towards it; and that similarly he may doubt whether an action is right, even when he does not
doubt that some man or other has the required feeling towards it. Cases of this kind certainly constantly occur, and what
they prove is that, whatever a man is thinking when he thinks an action to be right, he is certainly not merely thinking
that his society has in general a particular feeling towards it; and similarly that, when he is in doubt as to whether an
action is right, the question about which he is in doubt is not merely as to whether any man at all has the required
feeling towards it. Facts of this kind are, therefore, absolutely fatal to both of these two theories; whereas in the case of
the theory that he is merely making a judgement about his own feelings, it is not so obvious that there are any facts of
the same kind inconsistent with it. For here it might be urged with some plausibility (though, I think, untruly) that
when a man judges an action to be right he always does think that he himself has some particular feeling towards it;
and similarly that when he is in doubt as to whether an action is right he always is in doubt as to his own feelings. But it
cannot possibly be urged, with any plausibility at all, that when a man judges an action to be right he always thinks, for
instance, that it is generally approved in his society; or that when he is in doubt, he is always in doubt as to whether any
man approves it. He may know quite well that somebody does approve it, and yet be in doubt whether it is right; and he
may be quite certain that his society does not approve it, and yet still think that it is right. And the same will hold,
whatever feeling we take instead of moral approval.

These facts, then, seem to me to prove conclusively that, when a man judges an action to be right or wrong, he is not
always merely judging that his society has some particular
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feeling towards actions of that class, nor yet that some man has. But here again it is important to insist on the limitations
of the argument; and to distinguish clearly between what it does prove and what it does not. It does not, of course, prove
that any class of action towards which any society has a particular feeling, may not, as a matter of fact, always be right; nor
even that any action, towards which any man whatever has the feeling, may not, as a matter of fact, always be so. Anybody,
while fully admitting the force of our argument, is still perfectly free to hold that these things are true, as a matter of fact;
and hence that one and the same action often is both right and wrong. All that our arguments, taken together, do
strictly prove, is that, when a man asserts an action to be right or wrong, he is not merely making an assertion either
about his own feelings nor yet about those of the society in which he lives, nor yet merely that some man or other has
some feeling towards it. This, and nothing more, is what they prove. But if we once admit that this much is proved, what
reason have we left for asserting that it is true, as a matter of fact, that whatever any society or any man has a particular
feeling towards, always is right? It may, of course, be true as a matter of fact; but is there any reason for supposing that
it is? If the predicate which we mean by the word ‘right’, and which, therefore, must belong to every action which really
is right, is something quite different from a mere relation to anybody's feelings, why should we suppose that such a
relation does, in fact, always go along with it; and that this predicate always belongs, in addition, to every action which
has the required relation to somebody's feelings? If rightness is not the same thing as the having a relation to the
feelings of any man or set of men, it would be a curious coincidence, if any such relation were invariably a sign of
rightness. What we have proved is that rightness is not the same thing as any such relation; and if that be so, then, the
probability is that even where an action has the required relation to somebody's feelings, it will not always be right.
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There are, then, conclusive reasons against the view that, when we assert an action to be right or wrong, we are merely
asserting that somebody has a particular feeling towards it, in any of the forms in which it will follow from this view
that one and the same action can be both right and wrong. And we can, I think, also see that one of the reasons, which
seems to have had most influence in leading people to suppose that this view must be true, in some form or other, is
quite without weight. The reason I mean is one drawn from certain considerations as to the origin of our moral
judgements. It has been widely held that, in the history of the human race, judgements of right and wrong originated in
the fact that primitive men or their nonhuman ancestors had certain feelings towards certain classes of actions. That is
to say, it is supposed that there was a time, if we go far enough back, when our ancestors did have different feelings
towards different actions, being, for instance, pleased with some and displeased with others, but when they did not, as
yet, judge any actions to be right or wrong; and that it was only because they transmitted these feelings, more or less
modified, to their descendants, that those descendants at some later stage, began to make judgements of right and
wrong; so that, in a sense, our moral judgements were developed out of mere feelings. And I can see no objection to the
supposition that this was so. But, then, it seems also to be often supposed that, if our moral judgements were
developed out of feelings—if this was their origin—they must still at this moment be somehow concerned with
feelings: that the developed product must resemble the germ out of which it was developed in this particular respect.
And this is an assumption for which there is, surely, no shadow of ground. It is admitted, on all hands, that the
developed product does always differ, in some respects, from its origin; and the precise respects in which it differs is a
matter which can only be settled by observation: we cannot lay down a universal rule that it must always resemble it in
certain definite respects. Thus, even those who hold that our
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moral judgements are merely judgements about feelings must admit that, at some point in the history of the human
race, men, or their ancestors, began not merely to have feelings but to judge that they had them: and this alone means an
enormous change. If such a change as this must have occurred at some time or other, without our being able to say
precisely when or why, what reason is there, why another change, which is scarcely greater, should not also have
occurred, either before or after it? a change consisting in the fact that men for the first time become conscious of
another predicate, which might attach to actions, beside the mere fact that certain feelings were felt towards them, and
began to judge of this other predicate that it did or did not belong to certain actions? It is certain that, if men have been
developed from non-human ancestors at all, there must have been many occasions on which they became possessed
for the first time of some new idea. And why should not the ideas, which we convey by the words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’,
be among the number, even if these ideas do not merely consist in the thought that some man has a particular feeling
towards some action? There is no more reason why such an idea should not have been developed out of the mere
existence of a feeling than why the judgement that we have feelings should not have been developed from the same
origin. And hence the theory that moral judgements originated in feelings does not, in fact, lend any support at all to
the theory that now, as developed, they can only be judgements about feelings. No argument from the origin of a thing
can be a safe guide as to exactly what the nature of the thing is now. That is a question which must be settled by actual
analysis of the thing in its present state. And such analysis seems plainly to show that moral judgements are not merely
judgements about feelings.

I conclude, then, that the theory that our judgements of right and wrong are merely judgements about somebody's
feelings is quite untenable in any of the forms in which it will lead to
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the conclusion that one and the same action is often both right and wrong. But I said that this was only one out of two
theories, which seem to be those which have the most influence in leading people to adopt this conclusion. And we
must now briefly consider the second of these two theories.

This second theory is one which is often confused with the one just considered. It consists in asserting that when we
judge an action to be right or wrong what we are asserting is merely that somebody or other thinks it to be right or
wrong. That is to say, just as the last theory asserted that our moral judgements are merely judgements about
somebody's feelings, this one asserts that they are merely judgements about somebody's thoughts or opinions. And they
are apt to be confused with one another because a man's feelings with regard to an action are not always clearly
distinguished from his opinion as to whether it is right or wrong. Thus one and the same word is often used, sometimes
to express the fact that a man has a feeling towards an action, and sometimes to express the fact that he has an opinion
about it. When, for instance, we say that a man approves an action, we may mean either that he has a feeling towards it, or
that he thinks it to be right; and so too, when we say that he disapproves it, we may mean either that he has a certain feeling
towards it, or that he thinks it to be wrong. But yet it is quite plain that to have a feeling towards an action, no matter
what feeling we take, is a different thing from judging it to be right or wrong. Even if we were to adopt one of the
views just rejected and to say that to judge an action to be right or wrong is the same thing as to judge that we have a
feeling towards it, it would still follow that to make the judgement is something different from merely having the feeling;
for a man may certainly have a feeling, without thinking that he has it; or think that he has it, without having it. We
must, therefore, distinguish between the theory that to say that an action is right or wrong is the same thing as to say
that somebody has some kind of feeling towards it, and the theory that it is the
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same thing as to say that somebody thinks it to be right or wrong.

This latter theory, however, may be held in the same three different forms, as the former; and in whichever form it is
held, it will lead to the same conclusion—namely, that one and the same action is very often both right and
wrong—and for the same reasons. If, for instance, when I say that an action is right, all that I mean is that I think it to
be right, it will follow, that, if I do really think it to be right, my judgement that I think so will be true; and since this
judgement is supposed to be identical with the judgement that it is right, it will follow that the judgement that it is right
is true and hence that the action really is right. And since it is even more obvious that different men's opinions as to
whether a given action is right or wrong differ both at the same time and at different times, than that their feelings
towards the same action differ, it will follow that one and the same action very often is both right and wrong. And just
as the conclusion which follows from this theory is the same as that which followed from the last, so also, in each of
the three different forms in which it may be held, it is open to exactly the same objections. Thus, in its first form, it will
involve the absurdity that no two men ever differ in opinion as to whether an action is right or wrong, and will thus
contradict a plain fact. While in the other two forms, it will involve the conclusions that no man ever thinks an action
to be right, unless he thinks that his society thinks it to be right, and that no man ever doubts whether an action is
right, unless he doubts whether any man at all thinks it right — two conclusions which are both of them certainly
untrue.

These objections are, I think, sufficient by themselves to dispose of this theory as of the last; but it is worth while to
dwell on it a little longer, because it is also exposed to another objection, of quite a different order, to which the last
was not exposed, and because it owes its plausibility partly, I think, to the fact that it is liable to be confused with
another theory,
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which may be expressed in exactly the same words, and which may quite possibly be true.

The special objection to which this theory is exposed consists in the fact that it is in all cases totally impossible that,
when we believe a given thing, what we believe should merely be that we (or anybody else) have the belief in question.
This is impossible, because, if it were the case, we should not be believing anything at all. For let us suppose it to be the
case: let us suppose that, when I believe that A is B, what I am believing is merely that somebody believes that A is B.
What I am believing, on this supposition, is merely that somebody (either myself or somebody else) entertains the
belief that A is B. But what is this belief which I am believing that somebody entertains? According to the theory it is
itself, in its turn, merely the belief that somebody believes that A is B. So that what I am believing turns out to be that
somebody believes that somebody believes—that A is B. But here again, we may substitute for the phrase ‘that A is B’,
what is supposed to be identical with it—namely, that somebody believes, that A is B. And here again we may make the
same substitution; and so on absolutely ad infinitum. So that what I am believing will turn out to be that somebody
believes, that somebody believes, that somebody believes, that somebody believes…ad infinitum. Always, when I try to
state, what it is that the somebody believes, I shall find it to be again merely that somebody believes…,and I shall never
get to anything whatever which is what is believed. But thus to believe that somebody believes, that somebody believes,
that somebody believes…quite indefinitely, without ever coming to anything which is what is believed, is to believe
nothing at all. So that, if this were the case, there could be no such belief as the belief that A is B. We must, therefore,
admit that, in no case whatever, when we believe a given thing, can the given thing in question be merely that we
ourselves (or somebody else) believe the very same given thing. And since this is true in all cases, it must be true
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in our special case. It is totally impossible, therefore, that to believe an action to be right can be the same thing as
believing that we ourselves or somebody else believe it to be right.

But the fact that this view is untenable is, I think, liable to be obscured by the fact that we often express, in the same
words, another view, quite different from this, which may quite well be true. When a man asserts that an action is right
or wrong, it may quite well be true, in a sense, that all that he is expressing by this assertion is the fact that he thinks it to
be right or wrong. The truth is that there is an important distinction, which is not always observed, between what a
man means by a given assertion and what he expresses by it. Whenever we make any assertion whatever (unless we do not
mean what we say) we are always expressing one or other of two things—namely, either that we think the thing in
question to be so or that we know it to be so. If, for instance, I say, ‘A is B,’ and mean what I say, what I mean is always
merely that A is B; but those words of mine will always also express either the fact that I think that A is B, or the fact
that I know it to be so; and even where I do not mean what I say, my words may be said to imply either that I think that
A is B or that I know it, since they will commonly lead people to suppose that one or other of these two things is the
case. Whenever, therefore, a man asserts that an action is right or wrong, what he expresses or implies by these words will
be either that he thinks it to be so or that he knows it to be so, although neither of these two things can possibly
constitute the whole of what he means to assert. And it is quite possible to hold that, as between these two alternatives
which he expresses or implies, it is always the first only, and never the second, which is expressed or implied. That is to
say, it may be held, that we always only believe or think that an action is right or wrong, and never really know which it
is; that, when, therefore, we assert one to be so, we are always merely expressing an opinion or belief, never expressing
knowledge.

This is a view which is quite tenable, and for which there is
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a great deal to be said; and it is, I think, certainly liable to be confused with that other, quite untenable, view, that, when
a man asserts an action to be right or wrong, all that he means to assert is that he thinks it to be so. The two are, in fact,
apt to be expressed in exactly the same language. If a man asserts, ‘Such and such an action was wrong,’ he is liable to
be met by the rejoinder, ‘What you really mean is that you think it was wrong;’ and the person who makes this rejoinder
will generally only mean by it, that the man does not know the action to be wrong, but only believes that it is so: that he
is merely expressing his opinion, and has no absolute knowledge on the point. In other words, a man is often loosely
said to mean by an assertion what, in fact, he is only expressing by it; and for this and other reasons the two views we are
considering are liable to be confused with one another.

But obviously there is an immense difference between the two. If we only hold the tenable view that no man ever knows
an action to be right or wrong, but can only think it to be so, then, so far from implying the untenable view that to
assert an action to be right or wrong is the same thing as to assert that we think it to be so, we imply the direct opposite
of this. For nobody would maintain that I cannot know that I think an action to be right or wrong; and if, therefore, I
cannot know that it is right or wrong, it follows that there is an immense difference between the assertion that it is right
or wrong, and the assertion that I think it to be so: the former is an assertion, which, according to this view, I can never
know to be true, whereas the latter is an assertion which I obviously can know to be true. The tenable view, therefore,
that we can never know whether an action is right or wrong, does not in the least support the untenable view that for an
action to be right or wrong is the same thing as for it to be thought to be so: on the contrary, it is quite inconsistent
with it, since it is obvious that we can know that certain actions are thought to be right and that others are thought to be
wrong. But yet, I think, it is not uncommon
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to find the two views combined, and to find one and the same person holding, at the same time, both that we never
know whether an action is right or wrong, and also that to say that an action is right or wrong is the same thing as to
say that it is thought to be so. The two views ought obviously to be clearly distinguished; and, if they are so distinguished,
it becomes, I think, quite plain that the latter must be rejected, if only because, if it were true, the former could not
possibly be so.

We have, then, considered in this chapter two different views, namely (1) the view that to say that an action is right or
wrong is the same thing as to say that somebody has some feeling (or absence of feeling) towards it, and (2) the view
that to say that an action is right or wrong is the same thing as to say that somebody thinks it to be so. Both these views,
when held in certain forms, imply that one and the same action very often is both right and wrong, owing to the fact
that different men, and different societies, often do have different and opposite feelings towards, and different and
opposite opinions about, the same action. The fact that they imply this is, in itself, an argument against these views;
since it seems evident that one and the same action cannot be both right and wrong. But some people may not think
that this is evident; and therefore independent objections have been urged against them, which do, I think, show them
to be untenable. In the case of the first view, such arguments were only brought against those forms of the view, which
do imply that one and the same action is often both right and wrong. The same view may be held in other forms,
which do not imply this consequence, and which will therefore be dealt with in the next chapter. But in the case of the
second view a general argument was also used, which applies to absolutely all forms in which it may be held.

Even apart from the fact that they lead to the conclusion that one and the same action is often both right and wrong, it
is, I think, very important that we should realize, to begin with, that these views are false; because, if they were true, it
would
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follow that we must take an entirely different view as to the whole nature of Ethics, so far as it is concerned with right
and wrong, from what has commonly been taken by a majority of writers. If these views were true, the whole business
of Ethics, in this department, would merely consist in discovering what feelings and opinions men have actually had
about different actions, and why they have had them. A good many writers seem actually to have treated the subject as
if this were all that it had to investigate. And of course questions of this sort are not without interest, and are subjects
of legitimate curiosity. But such questions only form one special branch of Psychology or Anthropology; and most
writers have certainly proceeded on the assumption that the special business of Ethics, and the questions which it has
to try to answer, are something quite different from this.6 They have assumed that the question whether an action is
right cannot be completely settled by showing that any man or set of men have certain feelings or opinions about it.
They would admit that the feelings and opinions of men may, in various ways, have a bearing on the question; but the
mere fact that a given man or set of men has a given feeling or opinion can, they would say, never be sufficient, by itself,
to show that an action is right or wrong.

But the views, which have been considered in this chapter, imply the direct contrary of this: they imply that, when once
we have discovered what men's feelings or opinions actually are, the whole question is finally settled; that there is, in
fact, no further question to discuss. I have tried to show that these views are untenable, and I shall, in future, proceed
upon the assumption that they are so; as also I shall proceed on the assumption that one and the same action cannot
be both right and wrong. And the very fact that we can proceed upon these assumptions is an indirect argument in
favour of their correctness. For if, whenever we assert an action to be right or wrong, we were merely making an
assertion about some man's feelings or opinions, it would be incredible we should be so mistaken
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as to our own meaning, as to think that a question of right or wrong cannot be absolutely settled by showing what men
feel and think, and to think that an action cannot be both right and wrong. It will be seen that, on these assumptions, we
can raise many questions about right and wrong, which seem obviously not to be absurd; and which yet would be quite
absurd—would be questions about which we could not hesitate for a moment—if assertions about right and wrong
were merely assertions about men's feelings and opinions, or if the same action could be both right and wrong.
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4 The Objectivity of Moral Judgements (concluded)

IT WAS STATED, at the beginning of the last chapter, that the ethical theory we are considering—the theory stated in the
first two chapters—does not maintain with regard to any class of voluntary actions, that, if an action of the class in
question is once right, any other action of the same class must always be right. And this is true, in the sense in which
the statement would, I think, be naturally understood. But it is now important to emphasize that, in a certain sense, the
statement is untrue. Our theory does assert that, if any voluntary action is once right, then any other voluntary action
which resembled it in one particular respect (or rather in a combination of two respects) must always also be right; and
since, if we take the word ‘class’ in the widest possible sense, any set of actions which resemble one another in any
respect whatever may be said to form a class, it follows that, in this wide sense, our theory does maintain that there are
many classes of action, such that, if an action belonging to one of them is once right, any action belonging to the same
class would always be right.

Exactly what our theory does assert under this head cannot, I think, be stated accurately except in rather a complicated
way; but it is important to state it as precisely as possible. The precise point is this. This theory asserted, as we saw, that
the question whether a voluntary action is right or wrong always depends upon what its total effects are, as compared with
the



total effects of all the alternative actions, which we could have done instead. Let us suppose, then, that we have an
action X, which is right, and whose total effects are A; and let us suppose that the total effects of all the possible
alternative actions would have been respectively B, C, D, and E. The precise principle with which we are now
concerned may then be stated as follows.1 Our theory implies, namely, that any action Y which resembled X in both the
two respects (1) that its total effects were precisely similar to A and (2) that the total effects of all the possible
alternatives were precisely similar to B, C, D, and E, would necessarily also be right, if X was right, and would
necessarily also be wrong, if X was wrong.2 It is important to emphasize the point that this will only be true of actions
which resemble X in both these two respects at once. We cannot say that any action Y, whose total effects are precisely
similar to those of X, will also be right if X is right. It is absolutely essential that the other condition should also be
satisfied; namely, that the total effects of all the possible alternatives should also be precisely similar in both the two
cases. For if they were not—if in the case of Y, some alternative was possible, which would have quite different effects,
from any that would have been produced by any alternative that was possible in the case of X—then, according to our
theory, it is possible that the total effects of this other alternative would be intrinsically better than those of Y, and in that
case Y will be wrong, even though its total effects are precisely similar to those of X and X was right. Both conditions
must, therefore, be satisfied simultaneously. But our theory does imply that any action which does resemble another in
both these two respects at once, must be right if the first be right, and wrong if the first be wrong.

This is the precise principle with which we are now concerned.3 It may perhaps be stated more conveniently in
the form in which it was stated in the second chapter: namely, that if it is ever right to do an action whose total effects
are A in
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preference to one whose total effects are B, it must always be right to do any action whose total effects are precisely
similar to A in preference to one whose total effects are precisely similar to B. It is also, I think, what is commonly
meant by saying, simply, that the question whether an action is right or wrong always depends upon its total effects or
consequences; but this will not do as an accurate statement of it, because, as we shall see,4 it may be held that right and
wrong do, in a sense, always depend upon an action's total consequences and yet that this principle is untrue. It is also
sometimes expressed by saying that if an action is once right, any precisely similar action, done in circumstances which
are also precisely similar in all respects, must be right too. But this is both too narrow and too wide. It is too narrow,
because our principle does not confine itself to an assertion about precisely similar actions. Our principle asserts that any
action Y, whose effects are precisely similar to those of another X, will be right, if X is right, provided the effects of all
the alternatives possible in the two cases are also precisely similar, even though Y itself is not precisely similar to X, but
utterly different from it. And it is too wide, because it does not follow from the fact that two actions are both precisely
similar in themselves and also done in precisely similar circumstances, that their effects must also be precisely similar.
This does, of course, follow, so long as the laws of nature remain the same. But if we suppose the laws of nature to change, or
if we conceive a Universe in which different laws of nature hold from those which hold in this one, then plainly a
precisely similar action done in precisely similar circumstances might yet have different total effects. According to our
principle, therefore, the statement that any two precisely similar actions, done in precisely similar circumstances, must
both be right, if one is right, though true as applied to this Universe, provided (as is commonly supposed) the laws of
nature cannot change, is not true absolutely unconditionally. But our principle asserts absolutely unconditionally that if it is
once right to prefer a set
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of total effects A to another set B, it must always, in any conceivable Universe, be right to prefer a set precisely similar
to A to a set precisely similar to B.

This, then, is a second very fundamental principle,5 which our theory asserts—a principle which is, in a sense,
concerned with classes of actions, and not merely with particular actions. And in asserting this principle also it seems to
me that our theory is right. But many different views have been held, which, while admitting that one and the same
action cannot be both right and wrong, yet assert or imply that this second principle is untrue. And I propose in this
chapter to deal with those among them which resemble the theories dealt with in the last chapter in one particular
respect—namely, that they depend upon some view as to the meaning of the word ‘right’ or as to the meaning of the
word ‘good’.

And, first of all, we may briefly mention a theory, which is very similar to some of those dealt with in the last chapter
and which is, I think, often confused with them, but which yet differs from them in one very important respect. This is
the theory that to say that an action is right or wrong is the same thing as to say that a majority of all mankind have,
more often than not, some particular feeling (or absence of feeling) towards actions of the class to which it belongs.
This theory differs from those considered in the last chapter, because it does not imply that one and the same action
ever actually is both right and wrong. For, however much the feelings of different men and different societies may
differ at different times, yet, if we take strictly a majority of all mankind at all times past, present, and future, any class
of action which is, for instance, generally approved by such an absolute majority of all mankind, will not also be
disapproved by an absolute majority of all mankind, although it may be disapproved by a majority of any one society,
or by a majority of all the men living at any one period. This proposal, therefore, to say that, when we assert an action
to be right or wrong, we are making an assertion about the feelings
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of an absolute majority of all mankind does not conflict with the principle that one and the same action cannot be both
right and wrong. It allows us to say that any particular action always is either right or wrong, in spite of the fact that
different men and different societies may feel differently towards actions of that class at the same or different times.
What it does conflict with is the principle we are now considering. Since it implies that if a majority of mankind did not
happen to have a particular feeling towards actions of one class A, it would not be right to prefer actions of this class to
those of another class B, even though the effects of A and B, respectively, might be precisely similar to what they now
are. It implies, that is to say, that in a Universe in which there were no men, or in which the feelings of the majority
were different from what they are in this one, it might not be right to prefer one total set of effects A to another B, even
though in this Universe, it is always right to prefer them.

Now I do not know if this theory has ever been expressly held; but some philosophers have certainly argued as if it
were true. Great pains have, for instance, been taken to show that mankind are, in general, pleased with actions which
lead to a maximum of pleasure, and displeased with those which lead to less than a maximum; and the proof that this
is so has been treated as if it were, at the same time, a proof that it is always right to do what leads to a maximum of
pleasure, and wrong to do what leads to less than a maximum. But obviously, unless to show that mankind are generally
pleased with a particular sort of action is the same thing as to show that that sort of action is always right, some
independent proof is needed to show that what mankind are generally pleased with is always right. And some of those
who have used this argument do not seem to have seen that any such proof is needed. So soon as we recognize quite
clearly that to say that an action is right is not the same thing as to say that mankind are generally pleased with it, it
becomes obvious that to show that mankind are
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generally pleased with a particular sort of action is not sufficient to show that it is right. And hence it is, I think, fair to
say that those who have argued as if it were sufficient, have argued as if to say that an action is right were the same thing
as saying that mankind are generally pleased with it; although, perhaps, if this assumption had been expressly put
before them, they would have rejected it.

We may therefore say, I think, that the theory that to call an action right or wrong is the same thing as to say that an
absolute majority of all mankind have some particular feeling (or absence of feeling) towards actions of that kind, has
often been assumed, even if it has not been expressly held. And it is, therefore, perhaps, worth while to point out that it
is exposed to exactly the same objection as two of the theories dealt with in the last chapter. The objection is that it is
quite certain, as a matter of fact, that a man may have no doubt that an action is right, even where he does doubt
whether an absolute majority of all mankind have a particular feeling (or absence of feeling) towards it, no matter what
feeling we take. And what this shows is that, whatever he is thinking, when he thinks the action to be right, he is not
merely thinking that a majority of mankind have any particular feeling towards it. Even, therefore, if it be true that
what is approved or liked by an absolute majority of mankind is, as a matter of fact, always right (and this we are not
disputing), it is quite certain that to say that it is right is not the same thing as to say that it is thus approved. And with this
we come to the end of a certain type of theories with regard to the meaning of the words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. We are
now entitled to the conclusion that, whatever the meaning of these words may be, it is not identical with any assertion
whatever about either the feelings or the thoughts of men—neither those of any particular man, nor those of any
particular society, nor those of some man or other, nor those of mankind as a whole. To predicate of an action that it is
right or wrong is to predicate of it something quite different from the mere fact that any man or
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set of men have any particular feeling towards, or opinion about, it.

But there are some philosophers who, while feeling the strongest objection to the view that one and the same action
can ever be both right and wrong, and also to any view which implies that the question whether an action is right or
wrong depends in any way upon what men—even the majority of men—actually feel or think about it, yet seem to be
so strongly convinced that to call an action right must be merely to make an assertion about the attitude of some being
towards it, that they have adopted the view that there is some being other than any man or set of men, whose attitude
towards the same action or class of actions never changes, and that, when we assert actions to be right or wrong, what
we are doing is merely to make an assertion about the attitude of this non-human being. And theories of this type are
the next which I wish to consider.

Those who have held some theory of this type have, I think, generally held that what we mean by calling an action right
or wrong is not that the non-human being in question has or has not some feeling towards actions of the class to which
it belongs, but that it has or has not towards them one of the mental attitudes which we call willing or commanding or
forbidding; a kind of mental attitude with which we are all familiar, and which is not generally classed under the head of
feelings, but under a quite separate head. To forbid actions of a certain class is the same thing as to will or command
that they should not be done. And the view generally held is, I think, that to say that an action ought to be done, is the
same thing as to say that it belongs to a class which the non-human being wills or commands; to say that it is right, is to
say that it belongs to a class which the non-human being does not forbid; and to say that it is wrong or ought not to be
done is to say that it belongs to a class which the non-human being does forbid. All assertions about right and wrong
are, accordingly, by theories of this type, identified with assertions about the will of some non-human
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being. And there are two obvious reasons why we should hold that, if judgements of right and wrong are judgements
about any mental attitude at all, they are judgements about the mental attitude which we call willing, rather than about
any of those which we call feelings.

The first is that the notion which we express by the word ‘right’ seems to be obviously closely connected with that
which we express by the word ‘ought’, in the manner explained in Chapter I (pp. 13–17); and that there are many
usages of language which seem to suggest that the word ‘ought’ expresses a command. The very name of the Ten
Commandments is a familiar instance, and so is the language in which they are expressed. Everybody understands
these Commandments as assertions to the effect that certain actions ought, and that others ought not, to be done. But yet
they are called ‘Commandments’, and if we look at what they actually say we find such expressions as ‘Thou shalt do no
murder,’ ‘Thou shalt not steal’—expressions which are obviously equivalent to the imperatives, ‘Do no murder,’ ‘Do not
steal,’ and which strictly, therefore, should express commands. For this reason alone it is very natural to suppose that
the word ‘ought’ always expresses a command. And there is yet another reason in favour of the same
supposition—namely, that the fact that actions of a certain class ought or ought not to be done is often called ‘a moral
law’, a name which naturally suggests that such facts are in some way analogous to ‘laws’, in the legal sense—the sense
in which we talk of the laws of England or of any other country. But if we look to see what is meant by saying that any
given thing is, in this sense, ‘part of the law’ of a given community, there are a good many facts in favour of the view
that nothing can be part of the law of any community, unless it has either itself been willed by some person or persons
having the necessary authority over that community, or can be deduced from something which has been so willed. It is,
indeed, not at all an easy thing to define what is meant by ‘having the necessary authority’,
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or, in other words, to say in what relation a person or set of persons must stand to a community, if it is to be true that
nothing can be a law of that community except what these persons have willed, or what can be deduced from
something which they have willed. But still it may be true that there always is some person or set of persons whose will
or consent is necessary to make a law a law. And whether this is so or not, it does seem to be the case that every law,
which is the law of any community, is, in a certain sense, dependent upon the human will. This is true in the sense that, in
the case of every law whatever, there always are some men, who, by performing certain acts of will, could make it cease
to be the law; and also that, in the case of anything whatever which is not the law, there always are some men, who, by
performing certain acts of will, could make it be the law; though, of course, any given set of men who could effect the
change in the case of some laws, could very often not effect it in the case of others, but in their case another set of men
would be required; and, of course, in some cases the number of men whose co-operation would be required would be
very large. It does seem, therefore, as if laws, in the legal sense, were essentially dependent on the human will; and this
fact naturally suggests that moral laws also are dependent on the will of some being.

These are, I think, the two chief reasons which have led people to suppose that moral judgements are judgements
about the will, rather than about the feelings, of some being or beings. And there are, of course, the same objections to
supposing, in the case of moral laws, that the being or beings in question can be any man or set of men, as there are to
the supposition that judgements about right and wrong can be merely judgements about men's feelings and opinions.
In this way, therefore, there has naturally arisen the view we are now considering—the view that to say of an action that
it ought to be done, or is right, or ought not to be done, is the same thing as to say that it belongs to a class of actions
which has been commanded, or
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permitted, or forbidden by some non-human being. Different views have, of course, been taken as to who or what the
non-human being is. One of the simplest is that it is God: that is to say, that, when we call an action wrong, we mean to
say that God has forbidden it. But other philosophers have supposed that it is a being which may be called ‘Reason’, or
one called ‘The Practical Reason’, or one called ‘The Pure Will’, or one called ‘The Universal Will’, or one called ‘The
True Self ’. In some cases, the beings called by these names have been supposed to be merely ‘faculties’ of the human
mind, or some other entity, resident in, or forming a part of, the minds of all men. And, where this is the case, it may
seem unfair to call these supposed entities ‘non-human’. But all that I mean by calling them this is to emphasize the
fact that even if they are faculties of, or entities resident in, the human mind, they are, at least, not human beings—that is
to say, they are not men—either any one particular man or any set of men. For ex hypothesi they are beings which can
never will what is wrong, whereas it is admitted that all men can, and sometimes do, will what is wrong. No doubt
sometimes, when philosophers speak as if they believed in the existence of beings of this kind, they are speaking
metaphorically and do not really hold any such belief. Thus a philosopher may often speak of an ethical truth as ‘a
dictate of Reason’, without really meaning to imply that there is any faculty or part of our mind which invariably leads
us right and never leads us wrong. But I think there is no doubt that such language is not always metaphorical. The
view is held that whenever I judge truly or will rightly, there really is a something in me which does these things—the
same something on every different occasion; and that this something never judges falsely or wills wrongly: so that, when
I judge falsely and will wrongly, it is a different something in me which does so.

Now it may seem to many people that the most serious objection to views of this kind is that it is, to say the least,
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extremely doubtful whether there is any being such as they suppose to exist—any being who never wills what is wrong
but always only what is right; and I think myself that, in all probability there is no such being—neither a God, nor any
being such as philosophers have called by the names I have mentioned. But adequately to discuss the reasons for and
against supposing that there is one would take us far too long. And fortunately it is unnecessary for our present
purpose; since the only question we need to answer is whether, even supposing there is such a being, who commands
all that ought to be done and only what ought to be done, and forbids all that is wrong and only what is wrong, what
we mean by saying that an action ought or ought not to be done can possibly be merely that this being commands it or
forbids it. And it seems to me there is a conclusive argument against supposing that this can be all that we mean, even
if there really is, in fact, such a being.

The argument is simply that, whether there is such a being or not, there certainly are many people who do not believe
that there is one, and that such people, in spite of not believing in its existence, can nevertheless continue to believe
that actions are right and wrong. But this would be quite impossible if the view we are considering were true.
According to that view, to believe that an action is wrong is the same thing as to believe that it is forbidden by one of
these non-human beings; so that any one whatever who ever does believe that an action is wrong is, ipso facto, believing
in the existence of such a being. It maintains, therefore, that everybody who believes that actions are right or wrong
does, as a matter of fact, believe in the existence of one of these beings. And this contention seems to be plainly
contrary to fact.6 It might, indeed, be urged that when we say there are some people who do not believe in any of these
beings, all that is really true is that there are some people who think they do not believe in them; while, in fact,
everybody really does. But it is surely impossible seriously to
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maintain that, in all cases, they are so mistaken as to the nature of their own beliefs. But if so, then it follows absolutely
that even if wrong actions always are in fact forbidden by some non-human being, yet to say that they are wrong is not
identical with saying that they are so forbidden.

And it is important also, as an argument against views of this class, to insist upon the reason why they contradict the
principle which we are considering in this chapter. They contradict this principle, because they imply that there is
absolutely no class of actions of which we can say that it always would, in any conceivable Universe, be right or wrong.
They imply this because they imply that if the non-human being, whom they suppose to exist, did not exist, nothing
would be right or wrong.7 Thus, for instance, if it is held that to call an action wrong is the same thing as to say that it is
forbidden by God, it will follow that, if God did not exist, nothing would be wrong; and hence that we cannot possibly
hold that God forbids what is wrong, because it is wrong. We must hold, on the contrary, that the wrongness of what is
wrong consists simply and solely in the fact that God does forbid it—a view to which many even of those who believe
that what is wrong is in fact forbidden by God, will justly feel an objection.8

For these reasons, it seems to me, we may finally conclude that, when we assert any action to be right or wrong, we are
not merely making an assertion about the attitude of mind towards it of any being or set of beings whatever—no
matter what attitude of mind we take to be the one in question, whether one of feeling or thinking or willing, and no
matter what being or beings we take, whether human or non-human: and that hence no proof to the effect that any
particular being or set of beings has or has not a particular attitude of mind towards an action is sufficient to prove that
the action really is right or wrong.

But there are many philosophers who fully admit this—who admit that the predicates which we denote by the words
‘right’
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and ‘wrong’ do not consist in the having of any relation whatever to any being's feelings or thoughts or will; and who
will even go further than this and admit that the question whether an action is right or wrong does depend, in a sense,
solely upon its consequences, namely, in the sense, that no action ever can be right, if it was possible for the agent to do
something else which would have had better total consequences; but who, while admitting all this, nevertheless maintain
that to call one set of consequences better than another is the same thing as to say that the one set is related to some
mind or minds in a way in which the other is not related. That is to say, while admitting that to call an action right or
wrong is not merely to assert that some particular mental attitude is taken up towards it, they hold that to call a thing
‘good’ or ‘bad’ ismerely to assert this. And of course, if it be true that no action ever can be right unless its total effects
are as good as possible, then this view as to the meaning of the words ‘good’ and ‘bad’ will contradict the principle we
are considering in this chapter as effectively as if the corresponding view be held about the meaning of the words
‘right’ and ‘wrong’. For if, in saying that one set of effects A is better than another B we merely mean to say that A has a
relation to some mind or minds which B has not got, then it will follow that a set of effects precisely similar to A will not
be better than a set precisely similar to B, if they do not happen to have the required relations to any mind. And hence
it will follow that even though, on one occasion or in one Universe, it is right to prefer A to B, yet, on another occasion
or in another Universe, it may quite easily not be right to prefer a set of effects precisely similar to A to a set precisely
similar to B.

For this reason, the view that the meaning of the words ‘good’ and ‘bad’ is merely that some being has some mental
attitude towards the thing so called, may constitute a fatal objection to the principle which we are considering. It will,
indeed, only do so, if we admit that it must always be right to
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do what has the best possible total effects. But it may be held that this is self-evident, and many persons who hold this
view with regard to the meaning of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ would, I think, be inclined to admit that it is so. Hence it becomes
important to consider this new objection to our principle.

This view that by calling a thing ‘good’ or ‘bad’ we merely mean that some being or beings have a certain mental
attitude towards it, has been even more commonly held than the corresponding view with regard to ‘right’ and ‘wrong’;
and it may be held in as many different forms. Thus it may be held that to say that a thing is ‘good’ is the same thing as
to say that somebody thinks it is good—a view which may be refuted by the same general argument which was used in
the case of the corresponding view about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’. Again it may be held that each man when he calls a thing
‘good’ or ‘bad’ merely means that he himself thinks it to be so or has some feeling towards it; a view from which it will
follow, as in the case of right and wrong, that no two men can ever differ in opinion as to whether a thing is good or
bad. Again, also, in most of the forms in which it can be held, it will certainly follow that one and the same thing can be
both good and bad; since, whatever pair of mental attitudes or single mental attitude we take, it seems as certain here, as
in the case of right and wrong, that different men will sometimes have different mental attitudes towards the same
thing. This has, however, been very often disputed in the case of one particular mental attitude, which deserves to be
specially mentioned.

One of the chief differences between the views which have been held with regard to the meaning of ‘good’ and ‘bad’,
and those which have been held with regard to the meaning of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, is that in the former case it has been
very often held that what we mean by calling a thing ‘good’ is that it is desired, or desired in some particular way; and
this attitude of ‘desire’ is one that I did not mention in the case of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ because, so far as I know, nobody
has ever held
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that to call an action ‘right’ is the same thing as to say that it is desired. But the commonest of all views with regard to
the meaning of the word ‘good’ is that to call a thing good is to say that it is desired, or desired for its own sake; and
curiously enough this view has been used as an argument in favour of the very theory stated in our first two chapters,
on the ground that no man ever desires (or desires for its own sake) anything at all except pleasure (or his own pleasure),
and that hence, since ‘good’ means ‘desired’, any set of effects which contains more pleasure must always be better than
one which contains less.9 Of course, even if it were true that no man ever desires anything except pleasure, it would not
really follow, as this argument assumes, that a whole which contains more pleasure must always be better than one
which contains less. On the contrary, the very opposite would follow: since it would follow that if any beings did
happen to desire something other than pleasure (and we can easily conceive that some might) then wholes which
contained more pleasure might easily not always be better than those which contained less. But it is now generally
recognized that it is a complete mistake to suppose even that men desire nothing but pleasure, or even that they desire
nothing else for its own sake. And, whether it is so or not, the question is irrelevant to our present purpose, which is to
find some quite general arguments to show that to call a thing ‘good’ is, in any case, not the same thing as merely to say
that it is desired or desired for its own sake, nor yet that any other mental attitude whatever is taken up towards it.
What arguments can we find to show this?

One point should be carefully noticed to begin with: namely, that we have no need to show that when we call a thing
‘good’ we never mean simply that somebody has some mental attitude towards it. There are many reasons for thinking
that the word ‘good’ is ambiguous—that we use it in different senses on different occasions; and, if so, it is quite
possible that, in some of its uses, it should stand merely for the assertion that somebody
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has some feeling or some other mental attitude towards the thing called ‘good’, although, in other uses, it does not. We
are not, therefore, concerned to show that it may not sometimes merely stand for this; all that we need to show is that
sometimes it does not. For what we have to do is merely to meet the argument that, if we assert, ‘It would always be
wrong to prefer a worse set of total consequences to a better,’ we must, in this proposition, mean merely by ‘worse’ and
‘better’, consequences to which a certain mental attitude is taken up—a conclusion from which it would follow that,
even though a set of consequences A was once better than a set B, a set precisely similar to A would not always
necessarily be better than a set precisely similar to B. And obviously all that we need to do, to show this, is to show that
some sense can be given to the words ‘better’ and ‘worse’, quite other than this; or, in other words, that to call a thing
‘good’ does not always mean merely that some mental attitude is taken up towards it.

It will be best, therefore, in order to make the problem definite, to concentrate attention upon one particular usage of
the word, in which it seems clearly not to mean this. And I will take as an example that usage in which we make
judgements of what was called in Chapter 2 ‘intrinsic value’; that is to say, where we judge, concerning a particular state
of things that it would be worth while—would be ‘a good thing’—that that state of things should exist, even if nothing else
were to exist besides, either at the same time or afterwards. We do not, of course, so constantly make judgements of this
kind, as we do some other judgements about the goodness of things. But we certainly can make them, and it seems
quite clear that we mean something by them. We can consider with regard to any particular state of things whether it
would be worth while that it should exist, even if there were absolutely nothing else in the Universe besides; whether,
for instance, it would have been worth while that the Universe, as it has existed up till now, should have existed, even if
absolutely nothing were to follow, but its
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existence were to be cut short at the present moment: we can consider whether the existence of such a Universe would
have been better than nothing, or whether it would have been just as good that nothing at all should ever have existed.
In the case of such judgements as these it seems to me there are strong reasons for holding that we are not merely
making an assertion either about our own or about anybody else's attitude of mind towards the state of things in
question. And if we can show this, in this one case, that is sufficient for our purpose.

What, then, are the reasons for holding it?

I think we should distinguish two different cases, according to the kind of attitude of mind about which it is supposed
that we are making an assertion.

If it is held that what we are asserting is merely that the state of things in question is one that we or somebody else is
pleased at the idea of, or one that is or would be desired or desired for its own sake (and these are the views that seem to be
most commonly held), the following argument seems to me to be conclusive against all views of this type. Namely, a
man certainly can believe with regard to a given thing or state of things, that the idea of it does please somebody, and is
desired, and even desired for its own sake, and yet not believe that it would be at all worth while that it should exist, if it
existed quite alone. He may even believe that it would be a positively bad thing—worse than nothing—that it should
exist quite alone, in spite of the fact that he knows that it is desired and strongly desired for its own sake, even by
himself. That some men can and do make such judgements—that they can and do judge that things which they
themselves desire or are pleased with, are nevertheless intrinsically bad (that is to say would be bad, quite apart from
their consequences, and even if they existed quite alone) is, I think, undeniable; and no doubt men make this
judgement even more frequently with regard to things which are desired by others. And if this is so, then it shows
conclusively that to judge that a thing is intrinsically good is not the same thing as to
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judge that some man is pleased with it or desires it or desires it for its own sake. Of course, it may be held that anybody
who makes such a judgement is wrong: that, as a matter of fact, anything whatever which is desired, always is
intrinsically good. But that is not the question. We are not disputing for the moment that this may be so as a matter of
fact. All that we are trying to show is that, even if it is so, yet, to say that a thing is intrinsically good is not the same thing
as to say that it is desired: and this follows absolutely, if even in a single case, a man believes that a thing is desired and
yet does not believe that it is intrinsically good.10

But I am not sure that this argument will hold against all forms in which the view might be held, although it does hold
against those in which it is most commonly held. There are, I think, feelings with regard to which it is much more
plausible to hold that to believe that they are felt towards a given thing is the same thing as to believe that the thing is
intrinsically good, than it is to hold this with regard to the mere feeling of pleasure, or desire, or desire of a thing ‘for its
own sake’. For instance, it may, so far as I can see, be true that there really is some very special feeling of such a nature
that any man who knows that he himself or anybody else really feels it towards any state of things cannot doubt that
the state of things in question is intrinsically good. If this be so, then the last argument will not hold against the view
that when we call a thing intrinsically good we may mean merely that this special feeling is felt towards it. And against any
such view, if it were held, the only obvious argument I can find is that it is surely plain that, even if the special feeling in
question had not been felt by any one towards the given state of things, yet the state of things would have been
intrinsically good.11

But, in order fully to make plain the force of this argument, it is necessary to guard against one misunderstanding,
which is very commonly made and which is apt to obscure the whole question which we are now discussing. That is to
say, we are
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not now urging that anything would be any good at all, unless somebody had some feeling towards something;12 not are
we urging that there are not many things, which are good, in one sense of the word, and which yet would not be any
good at all unless somebody had some feeling towards them. On the contrary, both these propositions, which are very
commonly held, seem to me to be perfectly true. I think it is true that no whole can be intrinsically good, unless it
contains some feeling towards something as a part of itself; and true also that, in a very important sense of the word
‘good’ (though not in the sense to which I have given the name ‘intrinsically good’), many things which are good would
not be good, unless somebody had some feeling towards them. We must, therefore, clearly distinguish the question
whether these things are so, from the question which we are now discussing. The question we are now discussing is
merely whether, granted that nothing can be intrinsically good unless it contains some feeling, a thing which is thus good
and does contain this feeling cannot be good without anybody's needing to have another feeling towards it. The point
may be simply illustrated by taking the case of pleasure. Let us suppose, for the moment, that nothing can be
intrinsically good unless it contains some pleasure, and that every whole which contains more pleasure than pain is
intrinsically good. The question we are now discussing is merely whether, supposing this to be so, any whole which did
contain more pleasure than pain, would not be good, even if nobody had any further feeling towards it. It seems to me
quite plain that it would be so. But if so, then, to say that a state of things is intrinsically good cannot possibly be the
same thing as to say that anybody has any kind of feeling towards it, even though no state of things can be intrinsically
good unless it contains some feeling towards something.

But, after all, I do not know whether the strongest argument against any view which asserts that to call a thing ‘good’ is
the same thing as to say that some mental attitude is taken up towards
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it, does not merely consist in the fact that two propositions about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are self-evident: namely (1) that, if
it were once the duty of any being, who knew that the total effects of one action would be A, and those of another B, to
choose the action which produced A rather than that which produced B, it must always be the duty of any being who
had to choose between two actions, one of which he knew would have total effects precisely similar to A and the other
total effects precisely similar to B, to choose the former rather than the latter, and (2) that it must always be the duty of
any being who had to choose between two actions, one of which he knew would have better total effects than the other,
to choose the former. From these two propositions taken together it absolutely follows that if one set of total effects A
is once better than another B, any set precisely similar to A must always be better than any set precisely similar to B. And,
if so, then ‘better’ and ‘worse’ cannot stand for any relation to any attitude of mind; since we cannot be entitled to say
that if a given attitude is once taken up towards A and B, the same attitude would always necessarily be taken up towards
any pair of wholes precisely similar to A and B.
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5 Results the Test of Right and Wrong

IN OUR LAST CHAPTER we began considering objections to one very fundamental principle, which is presupposed by
the theory stated in the first two chapters—a principle which may be summed up in the two propositions (1) that the
question whether an action is right or wrong always depends upon its total consequences, and (2) that if it is once right
to prefer one set of total consequences, A, to another set, B, it must always be right to prefer any set precisely similar to
A to any set precisely similar to B.1 The objections to this principle, which we considered in the last chapter, rested on
certain views with regard to the meaning of the words ‘right’ and ‘good’. But there remain several other quite
independent objections, which may be urged against it even if we reject those views. That is to say, there are objections
which may and would be urged against it by many people who accept both of the two propositions which I was trying
to establish in the last chapter, namely (1) that to call an action ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ is not the same thing as to say that any
being whatever has towards it any mental attitude whatever; and (2) that if any given whole is once intrinsically good or
bad, any whole precisely similar to it must always be intrinsically good or bad in precisely the same degree. And in the
present chapter I wish briefly to consider what seem to me to be the most important of these remaining objections.



All of them are directed against the view that right and wrong do always depend upon an action's actual consequences
or results. This may be denied for several different reasons; and I shall try to state fairly the chief among these reasons,
and to point out why they do not seem to be conclusive.

In the first place, it may be said that, by laying down the principle that right and wrong depend upon consequences, we
are doing away with the distinction between what is a duty and what is merely expedient; and between what is wrong and
what is merely inexpedient. People certainly do commonly make a distinction between duty and expediency. And it may
be said that the very meaning of calling an action ‘expedient’ is to say that it will produce the best consequences
possible under the circumstances. If, therefore, we also say that an action is a duty, whenever and only when it produces
the best possible consequences, it may seem that nothing is left to distinguish duty from expediency.

Now, as against this objection, it is important to point out, first of all, that, even if we admit that to call an action
expedient is the same thing as to say that it produces the best possible consequences, our principle still does not
compel us to hold that to call an action expedient is the same thing as to call it a duty. All that it does compel us to hold is
that whatever is expedient is always also a duty, and that whatever is a duty is always also expedient. That is to say, it does
maintain that duty and expediency coincide; but it does not maintain that the meaning of the two words is the same. It is,
indeed, quite plain, I think, that the meaning of the two words is not the same; for, if it were, then it would be a mere
tautology to say that it is always our duty to do what will have the best possible consequences. Our theory does not,
therefore, do away with the distinction between the meaning of the words ‘duty’ and ‘expediency’; it only maintains that
both will always apply to the same actions.

But, no doubt, what is meant by many who urge this objection
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is to deny this. What they mean to say is not merely that to call an action expedient is a different thing from calling it a
duty, but also that sometimes what is expedient is wrong, and what is a duty is inexpedient. This is a view which is
undoubtedly often held; people often speak as if there often were an actual conflict between duty and expediency. But
many of the cases in which it would be commonly held that there is such a conflict may, I think, be explained by
supposing that when we call an action ‘expedient’ we do not always mean quite strictly that its total consequences,
taking absolutely everything into account, are the best possible. It is by no means clear that we do always mean this. We
may, perhaps, sometimes mean merely that the action is expedient for some particular purpose; and sometimes that it
is expedient in the interests of the agent, though not so on the whole.2 But if we only mean this, our theory, of course,
does not compel us to maintain that the expedient is always a duty, and duty always expedient. It only compels us to
maintain this, if ‘expedient’ be understood in the strictest and fullest sense, as meaning that, when absolutely all the
consequences are taken into account, they will be found to be the best possible. And if this be clearly understood, then
most people, I think, will be reluctant to admit that it can ever be really inexpedient to do our duty, or that what is really
and truly expedient, in this strict sense, can ever be wrong.

But, no doubt, some people may still maintain that it is or may be sometimes our duty to do actions which will not have
the best possible consequences, and sometimes also positively wrong, to do actions which will. And the chief reason
why this is held is, I think, the following.

It is, in fact, very commonly held indeed that there are certain specific kinds of action which are absolutely always right,
and others which are absolutely always wrong. Different people will, indeed, take different views as to exactly what
kinds of action have this character. A rule which will be offered by one set of persons as a rule to which there is
absolutely no
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exception will be rejected by others, as obviously admitting of exceptions; but these will generally, in their turn,
maintain that some other rule, which they can mention, really has no exceptions. Thus there are enormous numbers of
people who would agree that some rule or other (and generally more than one) ought absolutely always to be obeyed;
although probably there is not one single rule which all the persons who maintain this would agree upon. Thus, for
instance, some people might maintain that murder (defined in some particular way) is an act which ought absolutely
never to be committed; or that to act justly is a rule which ought absolutely always to be obeyed; and similarly it might be
suggested with regard to many other kinds of action, that they are actions, which it is either always our duty, or always
wrong to do.

But once we assert with regard to any rule of this kind that it is absolutely always our duty to obey it, it is easy and natural
to take one further step and to say that it would always be our duty to obey it, whatever the consequences might be. Of
course, this further step does not necessarily and logically follow from the mere position that there are some kinds of
action which ought, in fact, absolutely always to be done or avoided. For it is just possible that there are some kinds
which do, as a matter of fact, absolutely always produce the best possible consequences, and other kinds which
absolutely never do so. And there is a strong tendency among persons who hold the first position to hold that, as a
matter of fact, this is the case: that right actions always do, as a matter of fact, produce the best possible results, and
wrong actions never. Thus even those who would assent to the maxim that ‘Justice should always be done, though the
heavens should fall’, will generally be disposed to believe that justice never will, in fact, cause the heavens to fall, but
will rather be always the best means of upholding them. And similarly those who say that ‘you should never do evil that
good may come’, though their maxim seems to imply that good may sometimes come from doing wrong, would yet be
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very loth to admit that, by doing wrong, you ever would really produce better consequences on the whole than if you had
acted rightly instead. Or again, those who say ‘that the end will never justify the means’, though they certainly imply
that certain ways of acting would be always wrong, whatever advantages might be secured by them, yet, I think, would be
inclined to deny that the advantages to be obtained by acting wrongly ever do really outweigh those to be obtained by
acting rightly, if we take into account absolutely all the consequences of each course.

Those, therefore, who hold that certain specific ways of acting are absolutely always right, and others absolutely always
wrong, do, I think, generally hold that the former do also, as a matter of fact, absolutely always produce the best
results, and the latter never. But, for the reasons given at the beginning of Chapter 3,3 it is, I think, very unlikely that
this belief can be justified. The total results of an action always depend, not merely on the specific nature of the action,
but on the circumstances in which it is done; and the circumstances vary so greatly that it is, in most cases, extremely
unlikely that any particular kind of action will absolutely always, in absolutely all circumstances, either produce or fail to
produce the best possible results. For this reason, if we do take the view that right and wrong depend upon
consequences, we must, I think, be prepared to doubt whether any particular kind of action whatever is absolutely
always right or absolutely always wrong. For instance, however we define ‘murder’, it is unlikely that absolutely no case
will ever occur in which it would be right to commit a murder; and, however we define ‘justice’, it is unlikely that no
case will ever occur in which it would be right to do an injustice. No doubt it may be possible to define actions of
which it is true that, in an immensemajority of cases, it is right or wrong to perform them; and perhaps some rules of this
kind might be found to which there are really no exceptions. But in the case of most of the ordinary moral rules, it
seems extremely
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unlikely that obedience to them will absolutely always produce the best possible results. And most persons who realize
this would, I think, be disposed to give up the view that they ought absolutely always to be obeyed.4 They would be
content to accept them as general rules, to which there are very few exceptions, without pretending that they are
absolutely universal.

But, no doubt, there may be some persons who will hold, in the case of some particular rule or set of rules, that even if
obedience to it does in some cases not produce the best possible consequences, yet we ought even in these cases to
obey it. It may seem to them that they really do know certain rules, which ought absolutely always to be obeyed, whatever
the consequences may be, and even, therefore, if the total consequences are not the best possible. They may, for
instance, take quite seriously the assertion that justice ought to be done, even though the heavens should fall, as
meaning that, however bad the consequences of doing an act of justice might in some circumstances be, yet it always
would be our duty to do it. And such a view does necessarily contradict our principle; since, whether it be true or not
that an act of injustice ever actually could in this world produce the best possible consequences, it is certainly possible
to conceive circumstances in which it would do so. I doubt whether those who believe in the absolute universality of
certain moral rules do generally thus distinguish quite clearly between the question whether disobedience to the rule
ever could produce the best possible consequences, and the question whether, if it did, then disobedience would be
wrong. They would generally be disposed to argue that it never really could. But some persons might perhaps hold that,
even if it did, yet disobedience would be wrong. And if this view be quite clearly held, there is, so far as I can see,
absolutely no way of refuting it except by appealing to the self-evidence of the principle that if we knew that the effect
of a given action really would be to make the world, as a whole, worse than it would have been if we had acted
differently, it certainly would be wrong for us to do
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that action. Those who say that certain rules ought absolutely always to be obeyed, whatever the consequences may be, are
logically bound to deny this; for by saying ‘whatever the consequences may be’, they do imply ‘even if the world as a whole
were the worse because of our action’. It seems to me to be self-evident that knowingly to do an action which would
make the world, on the whole, really and truly worse than if we had acted differently, must always be wrong. And if this
be admitted, then it absolutely disposes of the view that there are any kinds of action whatever, which it would always be
our duty to do or to avoid, whatever the consequences might be.

For this reason it seems to me we must reject this particular objection to the view that right and wrong always depend
upon consequences; namely, the objection that there are certain kinds of action which ought absolutely always and quite
unconditionally to be done or avoided. But there still remain two other objections, which are so commonly held, that it
is worth while to consider them.

The first is the objection that right and wrong depend neither upon the nature of the action, nor upon its
consequences, but partly, or even entirely, upon the motive or motives from which it is done. By the view that it depends
partly upon the motives, I mean the view that no action can be really right, unless it be done from some one motive, or
some one of a set of motives, which are supposed to be good; but that the being done from such a motive is not
sufficient, by itself, to make an action right: that the action, if it is to be right, must always also either produce the best
possible consequences, or be distinguished by some other characteristic. And this view, therefore, will not necessarily
contradict our principle so far as it asserts that no action can be right, unless it produces the best possible consequences:
it only contradicts that part of it which asserts that every action which does produce them is right. But the view has
sometimes been held, I think, that right and wrong depend entirely upon motives: that is to say, that not only is no
action
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right, unless it be done from a good motive, but also that any action which is done from some one motive or some one
of a set of motives is always right, whatever its consequences may be and whatever it may be like in other respects. And
this view, of course, will contradict both parts of our principle; since it not only implies that an action, which produces
the best possible consequences may be wrong, but also that an action may be right, in spite of failing to produce them.

In favour of both these views it may be urged that in our moral judgements we actually do, and ought to, take account
of motives; and indeed that it marks a great advance in morality when men do begin to attach importance to motives
and are not guided exclusively, in their praise or blame, by the ‘external’ nature of the act done or by its consequences.
And all this may be fully admitted. It is quite certain that when a man does an action which has bad consequences from
a good motive, we do tend to judge him differently from a man who does a similar action from a bad one; and also
that when a man does an action which has good consequences from a bad motive, we may nevertheless think badly of
him for it. And it may be admitted that, in some cases at least, it is right and proper that a man's motives should thus
influence our judgement. But the question is: What sort of moral judgement is it right and proper that they should
influence? Should it influence our view as to whether the action in question is right or wrong? It seems very doubtful
whether, as a rule, it actually does affect our judgement on this particular point, for we are quite accustomed to judge
that a man sometimes acts wrongly from the best of motives; and though we should admit that the good motive forms
some excuse, and that the whole state of things is better than if he had done the same thing from a bad motive, it yet
does not lead us to deny that the action is wrong. There is, therefore, reason to think that the kind of moral judgements
which a consideration of motives actually does affect do not consist of judgements as to whether the action done from
the motive is right or wrong;
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but are moral judgements of some different kind; and there is still more reason to think that it is only judgements of some
different kind which ought to be influenced by it.

The fact is that judgements as to the rightness and wrongness of actions are by no means the only kind of moral
judgements which we make; and it is, I think, solely because some of these other judgements are confused with
judgements of right and wrong that the latter are ever held to depend upon the motive. There are three other kinds of
judgements which are chiefly concerned in this case. In the first place it may be held that some motives are intrinsically
good and others intrinsically bad; and though this is a view which is inconsistent with the theory of our first two chapters,
it is not a view which we are at present concerned to dispute: for it is not at all inconsistent with the principle which we
are at present considering — namely, that right and wrong always depend solely upon consequences. If we held this
view, we might still hold that a man may act wrongly from a good motive, and rightly from a bad one, and that the
motive would make no difference whatever to the rightness or wrongness of the action. What it would make a
difference to is the goodness or badness of the whole state of affairs: for, if we suppose the same action to be done in
one case from a good motive and in the other from a bad one, then, so far as the consequences of the action are
concerned, the goodness of the whole state of things will be the same, while the presence of the good motive will mean
the presence of an additional good in the one case which is absent in the other. For this reason alone, therefore, we
might justify the view that motives are relevant to some kinds of moral judgements, though not to judgements of right
and wrong.5

And there is yet another reason for this view, and this a reason which may be consistently held even by those who hold
the theory of our first two chapters. It may be held, namely, that good motives have a general tendency to produce right
conduct, though they do not always do so, and bad motives
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to produce wrong conduct; and this would be another reason which would justify us in regarding right actions done
from a good motive differently from right actions done from a bad one. For though, in the case supposed, the bad
motive would not actually have led to wrong action, yet, if it is true that motives of that kind do generally lead to wrong
action, we should be right in passing this judgement upon it; and judgements to the effect that a motive is of a kind
which generally leads to wrong action are undoubtedly moral judgements of a sort, and an important sort, though they
do not prove that every action done from such a motive is wrong.

And finally motives seem also to be relevant to a third kind of moral judgement of great importance—namely,
judgements as to whether, and in what degree, the agent deserves moral praise or blame for acting as he did. This
question as to what is deserving of moral praise or blame is, I think, often confused with the question as to what is
right or wrong. It is very natural, at first sight, to assume that to call an action morally praiseworthy is the same thing as
to say that it is right, and to call it morally blameworthy the same thing as to say that it is wrong. But yet a very little
reflection suffices to show that the two things are certainly distinct. When we say that an action deserves praise or blame,
we imply that it is right to praise or blame it; that is to say, we are making a judgement not about the rightness of the
original action, but about the rightness of the further action which we should take, if we praised or blamed it. And
these two judgements are certainly not identical; nor is there any reason to think that what is right always also deserves
to be praised, and what is wrong always also deserves to be blamed. Even, therefore, if the motive is relevant to the
question whether an action deserves praise or blame, it by no means follows that it is also relevant to the question
whether it is right or wrong. And there is some reason to think that the motive is relevant to judgements of the former
kind: that we really ought sometimes to praise an action done from a bad
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motive less than if it had been done from a good one, and to blame an action done from a good motive less than if it
had been done from a bad one. For one of the considerations upon which the question whether it is right to blame an
action depends, is that our blame may tend to prevent the agent from doing similar wrong actions in future; and
obviously, if the agent only acted wrongly from a motive which is not likely to lead him wrong in the future, there is
less need to try to deter him by blame than if he had acted from a motive which was likely to lead him to act wrongly
again. This is, I think, a very real reason why we sometimes ought to blame a man less when he does wrong from a good
motive. But I do not mean to say that the question whether a man deserves moral praise or blame, or the degree to
which he deserves it, depends entirely or always upon his motive. I think it certainly does not. My point is only that this
question does sometimes depend on the motive in some degree; whereas the question whether his action was right or
wrong never depends upon it at all.

There are, therefore, at least three different kinds of moral judgements, in making which it is at least plausible to hold
that we ought to take account of motives; and if all these judgements are carefully distinguished from that particular
kind which is solely concerned with the question whether an action is right or wrong, there ceases, I think, to be any
reason to suppose that this last question ever depends upon the motive at all. At all events the mere fact that motives
are and ought to be taken account of in some moral judgements does not constitute such a reason. And hence this fact
cannot be urged as an objection to the view that right and wrong depend solely on consequences.

But there remains one last objection to this view, which is, I am inclined to think, the most serious of all. This is an
objection which will be urged by people who strongly maintain that right and wrong do not depend either upon the
nature of the action or upon its motive, and who will even go so far as to
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admit as self-evident the hypothetical proposition that if any being absolutely knew that one action would have better
total consequences than another, then it would always be his duty to choose the former rather than the latter. But what
such people would point out is that this hypothetical case is hardly ever, if ever, realized among us men. We hardly
ever, if ever, know for certain which among the courses open to us will produce the best consequences. Some accident,
which we could not possibly have foreseen, may always falsify the most careful calculations, and make an action, which
we had every reason to think would have the best results, actually have worse ones than some alternative would have
had. Suppose, then, that a man has taken all possible care to assure himself that a given course will be the best, and has
adopted it for that reason, but that owing to some subsequent event, which he could not possibly have foreseen, it
turns out not to be the best: are we for that reason to say that his action was wrong? It may seem outrageous to say so;
and yet this is what we must say, if we are to hold that right and wrong depend upon the actual consequences. Or
suppose that a man has deliberately chosen a course, which he has every reason to suppose will not produce the best
consequences, but that some unforeseen accident defeats his purpose and makes it actually turn out to be the best: are
we to say that such a man, because of this unforeseen accident, has acted rightly? This also may seem an outrageous
thing to say; and yet we must say it, if we are to hold that right and wrong depend upon the actual consequences. For
these reasons many people are strongly inclined to hold that they do not depend upon the actual consequences, but only
upon those which were antecedently probable, or which the agent had reason to expect, or which it was possible for him to
foresee. They are inclined to say that an action is always right, whatever its actual consequences may be, provided the
agent had reason to expect that they would be the best possible; and always wrong, if he had reason to expect that they
would not.
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This, I think, is the most serious objection to the view that right and wrong depend upon the actual consequences. But
yet I am inclined to think that even this objection can be got over by reference to the distinction between what is right
or wrong, on the one hand, and what is morally praiseworthy or blameworthy on the other. What we should naturally
say of a man whose action turns out badly owing to some unforeseen accident when he had every reason to expect that
it would turn out well, is not that his action was right, but rather that he is not to blame. And it may be fully admitted that
in such a case he really ought not to be blamed; since blame cannot possibly serve any good purpose, and would be
likely to do harm. But, even if we admit that he was not to blame, is that any reason for asserting also that he acted
rightly? I cannot see that it is; and therefore I am inclined to think that in all such cases the man really did act wrongly,
although he is not to blame, and although, perhaps, he even deserves praise for acting as he did.

But the same difficulty may be put in another form, in which there may seem an even stronger case against the view
that right and wrong depend on the actual consequences. Instead of considering what judgement we ought to pass on
an action after it has been done, and when many of its results are already known, let us consider what judgement we
ought to pass on it beforehand, and when the question is which among several courses still open to a man he ought to
choose. It is admitted that he cannot know for certain beforehand which of them will actually have the best results; but let
us suppose that he has every reason to think that one of them will produce decidedly better results than any of the
others—that all probability is in favour of this view. Can we not say, in such a case, that he absolutely ought to choose
that one? that he will be acting very wrongly if he chooses any other? We certainly should actually say so; and many people
may be inclined to think that we should be right in saying so, no matter what the results may subsequently prove to be.
There does seem to be a certain

100 RESULTS THE TEST OF RIGHT AND WRONG



paradox in maintaining the opposite: in maintaining that, in such a case, it can possibly be true that he ought to choose a
course, which he has every reason to think will not be the best. But yet I am inclined to think that even this difficulty is
not fatal to our view. It may be admitted that we should say, and should be justified in saying, that he absolutely ought to
choose the course, which he has reason to think will be the best. But we may be justified in saying many things, which
we do not know to be true, and which in fact are not so, provided there is a strong probability that they are. And so in
this case I do not see why we should not hold, that though we should be justified in saying that he ought to choose one
course, yet it may not be really true that he ought. What certainly will be true is that he will deserve the strongest moral
blame if he does not choose the course in question, even though it may be wrong. And we are thus committed to the
paradox that a man may really deserve the strongest moral condemnation for choosing an action, which actually is right.
But I do not see why we should not accept this paradox.

I conclude, then, that there is no conclusive reason against the view that our theory is right, so far as it maintains that
the question whether an action is right or wrong always depends on its actual consequences. There seems no sufficient
reason for holding either that it depends on the intrinsic nature of the action, or that it depends upon the motive, or
even that it depends on the probable consequences.
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6 Free Will

THROUGHOUT THE LAST THREE CHAPTERS we have been considering various objections which might be urged
against the theory stated in Chapters I and 2. And the very last objection which we considered was one which
consisted in asserting that the question whether an action is right or wrong does not depend upon its actual
consequences, because whenever the consequences, so far as the agent can foresee, are likely to be the best possible, the
action is always right, even if they are not actually the best possible. In other words, this objection rested on the view
that right and wrong depend, in a sense, upon what the agent can know. And in the present chapter I propose to
consider objections, which rest, instead of this, upon the view that right and wrong depend upon what the agent can do.

Now it must be remembered that, in a sense, our original theory does hold and even insists that this is the case. We have,
for instance, frequently referred to it in the last chapter as holding that an action is only right, if it produces the best
possible consequences; and by ‘the best possible consequences’ was meant ‘consequences at least as good as would have
followed from any action which the agent



could have done instead’. It does, therefore, hold that the question whether an action is right or wrong does always
depend upon a comparison of its consequences with those of all the other actions which the agent could have done
instead. It assumes, therefore, that wherever a voluntary action is right or wrong (and we have throughout only been
talking of voluntary actions), it is true that the agent could, in a sense, have done something else instead. This is an
absolutely essential part of the theory.

But the reader must now be reminded that all along we have been using the words ‘can’, ‘could’, and ‘possible’ in a
special sense. It was explained in Chapter I (pp. 12–13), that we proposed, purely for the sake of brevity, to say that an
agent could have done a given action, which he didn't do, wherever it is true that he could have done it, if he had chosen;
and similarly by what he can do, or what is possible, we have always meant merely what is possible, if he chooses. Our
theory, therefore, has not been maintaining, after all, that right and wrong depend upon what the agent absolutely can
do, but only on what he can do, if he chooses. And this makes an immense difference. For, by confining itself in this
way, our theory avoids a controversy, which cannot be avoided by those who assert that right and wrong depend upon
what the agent absolutely can do. There are few, if any, people who will expressly deny that we very often really could, if
we had chosen, have done something different from what we actually did do. But the moment it is asserted that any
man ever absolutely could have done anything other than what he did do, there are many people who would deny this.
The view, therefore, which we are to consider in this chapter—the view that right and wrong depend upon what the
agent absolutely can do—at once involves us in an extremely difficult controversy—the controversy concerning Free
Will. There are many people who strenuously deny that any man ever could have done anything other than what he
actually did do, or ever can do anything other than what he will do; and there are others who assert the opposite equally
strenuously. And whichever view be held is, if combined with the view that right and wrong depend upon what the agent
absolutely can do, liable to contradict our
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theory very seriously. Those who hold that no man ever could have done anything other than what he did do, are, if
they also hold that right and wrong depend upon what we can do, logically bound to hold that no action of ours is ever
right and none is ever wrong; and this is a view which is, I think, often actually held, and which, of course, constitutes
an extremely serious and fundamental objection to our theory: since our theory implies, on the contrary, that we very
often do act wrongly, if never quite rightly. Those, on the other hand, who hold that we absolutely can do things, which
we don't do, and that right and wrong depend upon what we thus can do, are also liable to be led to contradict our
theory, though for a different reason. Our theory holds that, provided a man could have done something else, if he had
chosen, that is sufficient to entitle us to say that his action really is either right or wrong. But those who hold the view
we are considering will be liable to reply that this is by no means sufficient: that to say that it is sufficient, is entirely to
misconceive the nature of right and wrong. They will say that, in order that an action may be really either right or
wrong, it is absolutely essential that the agent should have been really able to act differently, able in some sense quite
other than that of merely being able, if he had chosen. If all that were really ever true of us were merely that we could
have acted differently, if we had chosen, then, these people would say, it really would be true that none of our actions
are ever right and that none are ever wrong. They will say, therefore, that our theory entirely misses out one absolutely
essential condition of right and wrong—the condition that, for an action to be right or wrong, it must be freely done.
And moreover, many of them will hold also that the class of actions which we absolutely can do is often not identical
with those which we can do, if we choose.1 They may say, for instance, that very often an action, which we could have
done, if we had chosen, is nevertheless an action which we could not have done; and that an action is always right, if it
produces as good consequences as any other
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action which we really could have done instead. From which it will follow that many actions which our theory declares
to be wrong, will, according to them, be right, because these actions really are the best of all that we could have done,
though not the best of all that we could have done, if we had chosen.

Now these objections seem to me to be the most serious which we have yet had to consider. They seem to me to be
serious because (I) it is very difficult to be sure that right and wrong do not really depend, as they assert, upon what we
can do and not merely on what we can do, if we choose;2 and because (2) it is very difficult to be sure in what sense it is
true that we ever could have done anything different from what we actually did do. I do not profess to be sure about
either of these points. And all that I can hope to do is to point out certain facts which do seem to me to be clear,
though they are often overlooked; and thus to isolate clearly for the reader's decision, those questions which seem to
me to be really doubtful and difficult.

Let us begin with the question: Is it ever true that a man could have done anything else, except what he actually did do?
And, first of all, I think I had better explain exactly how this question seems to me to be related to the question of Free
Will. For it is a fact that, in many discussions about Free Will, this precise question is never mentioned at all; so that it
might be thought that the two have really nothing whatever to do with one another. And indeed some philosophers do,
I think, definitely imply that they have nothing to do with one another: they seem to hold that our wills can properly be
said to be free even if we never can, in any sense at all, do anything else except what, in the end, we actually do do. But
this view, if it is held, seems to me to be plainly a mere abuse of language. The statement that we have Free Will is
certainly ordinarily understood to imply that we really sometimes have the power of acting differently from the way in
which we actually do act; and hence, if anybody tells us that we have Free Will, while at the same time he means to
deny that we ever have such a power,
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he is simply misleading us. We certainly have not got Free Will, in the ordinary sense of the word, if we never really
could, in any sense at all, have done anything else than what we did do; so that, in this respect, the two questions
certainly are connected. But, on the other hand, the mere fact (if it is a fact) that we sometimes can, in some sense, do
what we don't do, does not necessarily entitle us to say that we have Free Will. We certainly haven't got it, unless we can;
but it doesn't follow that we have got it, even if we can. Whether we have or not will depend upon the precise sense in
which it is true that we can. So that even if we do decide that we really can often, in some sense, do what we don't do,
this decision by itself does not entitle us to say that we have Free Will.

And the first point about which we can and should be quite clear is, I think, this: namely, that we certainly often can, in
some sense, do what we don't do. It is, I think, quite clear that this is so; and also very important that we should realize
that it is so. For many people are inclined to assert, quite without qualification: No man ever could, on any occasion,
have done anything else than what he actually did do on that occasion. By asserting this quite simply, without
qualification, they imply, of course (even if they do not mean to imply), that there is no proper sense of the word
‘could’, in which it is true that a man could have acted differently. And it is this implication which is, I think, quite
certainly absolutely false. For this reason, anybody who asserts, without qualification, ‘Nothing ever could have
happened, except what actually did happen,’ is making an assertion which is quite unjustifiable, and which he himself
cannot help constantly contradicting. And it is important to insist on this, because many people do make this
unqualified assertion, without seeing how violently it contradicts what they themselves, and all of us, believe, and
rightly believe, at other times. If, indeed, they insert a qualification-if they merely say, ‘In one sense of the word “could”
nothing ever could have happened, except what did happen,’ then they may
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perhaps be perfectly right: we are not disputing that they may. All that we are maintaining is that, in one perfectly proper
and legitimate sense of the word ‘could’, and that one of the very commonest senses in which it is used, it is quite
certain that some things which didn't happen could have happened. And the proof that this is so, is simply as follows.

It is impossible to exaggerate the frequency of the occasions on which we all of us make a distinction between two
things, neither of which did happen—a distinction which we express by saying, that whereas the one could have
happened, the other could not. No distinction is commoner than this. And no one, I think, who fairly examines the
instances in which we make it, can doubt about three things: namely (I) that very often there really is some distinction
between the two things, corresponding to the language which we use; (2) that this distinction, which really does subsist
between the things, is the one which we mean to express by saying that the one was possible and the other impossible;
and (3) that this way of expressing it is a perfectly proper and legitimate way. But if so, it absolutely follows that one of
the commonest and most legitimate usages of the phrases ‘could’ and ‘could not’ is to express a difference, which often
really does hold between two things neither of which did actually happen. Only a few instances need be given. I could
have walked a mile in twenty minutes this morning, but I certainly could not have run two miles in five minutes. I did
not, in fact, do either of these two things; but it is pure nonsense to say that the mere fact that I did not, does away with
the distinction between them, which I express by saying that the one was within my powers, whereas the other was not.
Although I did neither, yet the one was certainly possible to me in a sense in which the other was totally impossible. Or, to
take another instance: It is true, as a rule, that cats can climb trees, whereas dogs can't. Suppose that on a particular
afternoon neither A's cat nor B's dog does climb a tree. It is quite absurd to say that this mere fact proves that we must
be wrong
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if we say (as we certainly often should say) that the cat could have climbed a tree, though she didn't, whereas the dog
couldn't. Or, to take an instance which concerns an inanimate object: some ships can steam 20 knots, whereas others
can't steam more than 15. And the mere fact that, on a particular occasion, a 20-knot steamer did not actually run at this
speed certainly does not entitle us to say that she could not have done so, in the sense in which a 15-knot one could not.
On the contrary, we all can and should distinguish between cases in which (as, for instance, owing to an accident to her
propeller) she did not, because she could not, and cases in which she did not, although she could. Instances of this sort
might be multiplied quite indefinitely; and it is surely quite plain that we all of us do continually use such language: we
continually, when considering two events, neither of which did happen, distinguish between them by saying that
whereas the one was possible, though it didn't happen, the other was impossible. And it is surely quite plain that what
we mean by this (whatever it may be) is something which is often perfectly true. But, if so, then anybody who asserts,
without qualification, ‘Nothing ever could have happened, except what did happen,’ is simply asserting what is false.

It is, therefore, quite certain that we often could (in some sense) have done what we did not do. And now let us see how
this fact is related to the argument by which people try to persuade us that it is not a fact.

The argument is well known: it is simply this. It is assumed (for reasons which I need not discuss) that absolutely
everything that happens has a cause in what precedes it. But to say this is to say that it follows necessarily from something
that preceded it; or, in other words, that, once the preceding events which are its cause had happened, it was absolutely
bound to happen. But to say that it was bound to happen, is to say that nothing else could have happened instead; so that,
if everything has a cause, nothing ever could have happened except what did happen.
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And now let us assume that the premise of this argument is correct: that everything really has a cause. What really
follows from it? Obviously all that follows is that, in one sense of the word ‘could’, nothing ever could have happened,
except what did happen. This really does follow. But, if the word ‘could’ is ambiguous—if, that is to say, it is used in
different senses on different occasions—it is obviously quite possible that though, in one sense, nothing ever could have
happened except what did happen, yet in another sense, it may at the same time be perfectly true that some things which
did not happen could have happened. And can anybody undertake to assert with certainty that the word ‘could’ is not
ambiguous? that it may not have more than one legitimate sense? Possibly it is not ambiguous; and, if it is not, then the
fact that some things, which did not happen, could have happened, really would contradict the principle that everything
has a cause; and, in that case, we should, I think, have to give up this principle, because the fact that we often could have
done what we did not do, is so certain. But the assumption that the word ‘could’ is not ambiguous is an assumption
which certainly should not be made without the clearest proof. And yet I think it often is made, without any proof at
all; simply because it does not occur to people that words often are ambiguous. It is, for instance, often assumed, in the
Free Will controversy, that the question at issue is solely as to whether everything is caused, or whether acts of will are
sometimes uncaused. Those who hold that we have Free Will, think themselves bound to maintain that acts of will
sometimes have no cause; and those who hold that everything is caused think that this proves completely that we have
not Free Will. But, in fact, it is extremely doubtful whether Free Will is at all inconsistent with the principle that
everything is caused. Whether it is or not, all depends on a very difficult question as to the meaning of the word
‘could’. All that is certain about the matter is (1) that, if we have Free Will, it must be true, in some sense, that we
sometimes could have
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done what we did not do; and (2) that, if everything is caused, it must be true, in some sense, that we never could have
done what we did not do. What is very uncertain, and what certainly needs to be investigated, is whether these two
meanings of the word ‘could’ are the same.

Let us begin by asking: What is the sense of the word ‘could’, in which it is so certain that we often could have done
what we did not do? What, for instance, is the sense in which I could have walked a mile in twenty minutes this
morning, though I did not? There is one suggestion, which is very obvious: namely, that what I mean is simply after all
that I could, if I had chosen; or (to avoid a possible complication) perhaps we had better say ‘that I should, if I had
chosen’. In other words, the suggestion is that we often use the phrase ‘I could’ simply and solely as a short way of
saying ‘I should, if I had chosen’. And in all cases, where it is certainly true that we could have done what we did not do, it
is, I think, very difficult to be quite sure that this (or something similar) is not what we mean by the word ‘could’. The
case of the ship may seem to be an exception, because it is certainly not true that she would have steamed twenty knots
if she had chosen; but even here it seems possible that what we mean is simply that she would, if the men on board of her had
chosen. There are certainly good reasons for thinking that we very often mean by ‘could’ merely ‘would, if so and so had
chosen’. And if so, when we have a sense of the word ‘could’ in which the fact that we often could have done what we
did not do, is perfectly compatible with the principle that everything has a cause: for to say that, if I had performed a
certain act of will, I should have done something which I did not do, in no way contradicts this principle.3

And an additional reason for supposing that this is what we often mean by ‘could’, and one which is also a reason why
it is important to insist on the obvious fact that we very often really should have acted differently, if we had willed
differently, is that
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those who deny that we ever could have done anything which we did not do, often speak and think as if this really did
involve the conclusion that we never should have acted differently, even if we had willed differently. This occurs, I
think, in two chief instances—one in reference to the future, the other in reference to the past. The first occurs when,
because they hold that nothing can happen, except what will happen, people are led to adopt the view called
Fatalism—the view that whatever we will, the result will always be the same; that it is, therefore, never any use to make one
choice rather than another. And this conclusion will really follow if by ‘can’ we mean ‘would happen, even if we were to
will it’.4 But it is certainly untrue, and it certainly does not follow from the principle of causality. On the contrary,
reasons of exactly the same sort and exactly as strong as those which lead us to suppose that everything has a cause,
lead to the conclusion that if we choose one course, the result will always be different in some respect from what it would
have been, if we had chosen another; and we know also that the difference would sometimes consist in the fact that what
we chose would come to pass. It is certainly often true of the future, therefore, that whichever of two actions we were to
choose, would actually be done, although it is quite certain that only one of the two will be done.

And the second instance, in which people are apt to speak and think, as if, because no man ever could have done anything
but what he did do, it follows that he would not, even if he had chosen, is as follows. Many people seem, in fact, to
conclude directly from the first of these two propositions, that we can never be justified in praising or blaming a man
for anything that he does, or indeed for making any distinction between what is right or wrong, on the one hand, and
what is lucky or unfortunate on the other. They conclude, for instance, that there is never any reason to treat or to
regard the voluntary commission of a crime in any different way from that in which we treat or regard the involuntary
catching of a disease. The
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man who committed the crime could not, they say, have helped committing it any more than the other man could have
helped catching the disease; both events were equally inevitable; and though both may of course be great misfortunes,
though both may have very bad consequences and equally bad ones—there is no justification whatever, they say, for
the distinction we make between them when we say that the commission of the crime was wrong, or that the man was
morally to blame for it, whereas the catching of the disease was not wrong and the man was not to blame for it. And
this conclusion, again, will really follow if by ‘could not’ we mean ‘would not, even if he had willed to avoid it’.5 But the
point I want to make is, that it follows only if we make this assumption. That is to say, the mere fact that the man would
have succeeded in avoiding the crime, if he had chosen (which is certainly often true), whereas the other man would not
have succeeded in avoiding the disease, even if he had chosen (which is certainly also often true), gives an ample
justification for regarding and treating the two cases differently. It gives such a justification, because, where the
occurrence of an event did depend upon the will, there, by acting on the will (as we may do by blame or punishment),
we have often a reasonable chance of preventing similar events from recurring in the future; whereas, where it did not
depend upon the will, we have no such chance. We may, therefore, fairly say that those who speak and think, as if a
man who brings about a misfortune voluntarily ought to be treated and regarded in exactly the same way as one who
brings about an equally great misfortune involuntarily, are speaking and thinking as if it were not true that we ever should
have acted differently, even if we had willed to do so. And that is why it is extremely important to insist on the absolute
certainty of the fact that we often really should have acted differently, if we had willed differently.

There is, therefore, much reason to think that when we say that we could have done a thing which we did not do, we
often
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mean merely that we should have done it, if we had chosen. And if so, then it is quite certain that, in this sense, we often
really could have done what we did not do, and that this fact is in no way inconsistent with the principle that everything
has a cause. And for my part I must confess that I cannot feel certain that this may not be all that we usually mean and
understand by the assertion that we have Free Will; so that those who deny that we have it are really denying (though,
no doubt, often unconsciously) that we ever should have acted differently, even if we had willed differently. It has been
sometimes held that this is what we mean; and I cannot find any conclusive argument to the contrary. And if it is what
we mean, then it absolutely follows that we really have Free Will, and also that this fact is quite consistent with the
principle that everything has a cause; and it follows also that our theory will be perfectly right, when it makes right and
wrong depend on what we could have done, if we had chosen.

But, no doubt, there are many people who will say that this is not sufficient to entitle us to say that we have Free Will;
and they will say this for a reason, which certainly has some plausibility, though I cannot satisfy myself that it is
conclusive. They will say, namely: Granted that we often should have acted differently, if we had chosen differently, yet it
is not true that we have Free Will, unless it is also often true in such cases that we could have chosen differently. The
question of Free Will has been thus represented as being merely the question whether we ever could have chosen what
we did not choose, or ever can choose what, in fact, we shall not choose. And since there is some plausibility in this
contention, it is, I think, worth while to point out that here again it is absolutely certain that, in two different senses, at
least, we often could have chosen what, in fact, we did not choose; and that in neither sense does this fact contradict the
principle of causality.

The first is simply the old sense over again. If by saying that we could have done, what we did not do, we often mean
merely
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that we should have done it, if we had chosen to do it, then obviously, by saying that we could have chosen to do it, we may
mean merely that we should have so chosen, if we had chosen to make the choice. And I think there is no doubt it is often
true that we should have chosen to do a particular thing if we had chosen to make the choice; and that this is a very
important sense in which it is often in our power to make a choice. There certainly is such a thing as making an effort
to induce ourselves to choose a particular course; and I think there is no doubt that often if we had made such an effort,
we should have made a choice, which we did not in fact make.

And besides this, there is another sense in which, whenever we have several different courses of action in view, it is
possible for us to choose any one of them; and a sense which is certainly of some practical importance, even if it goes no
way to justify us in saying that we have Free Will. This sense arises from the fact that in such cases we can hardly ever
know for certain beforehand which choice we actually shall make; and one of the commonest senses of the word ‘possible’
is that in which we call an event ‘possible’ when no man can know for certain that it will not happen. It follows that
almost, if not quite always, when we make a choice, after considering alternatives, it was possible that we should have
chosen one of these alternatives which we did not actually choose; and often, of course, it was not only possible, but
highly probable, that we should have done so. And this fact is certainly of practical importance, because many people
are apt much too easily to assume that it is quite certain that they will not make a given choice, which they know they
ought to make, if it were possible; and their belief that they will not make it tends, of course, to prevent them from
making it. For this reason it is important to insist that they can hardly ever know for certain with regard to any given
choice that they will not make it.

It is, therefore, quite certain (1) that we often should have acted differently, if we had chosen to; (2) that similarly we often
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should have chosen differently, if we had chosen so to choose; and (3) that it was almost always possible that we should
have chosen differently, in the sense that no man could know for certain that we should not so choose. All these three
things are facts, and all of them are quite consistent with the principle of causality. Can anybody undertake to say for
certain that none of these three facts and no combination of them will justify us in saying that we have Free Will? Or,
suppose it granted that we have not Free Will, unless it is often true that we could have chosen what we did not
choose:—Can any defender of Free Will, or any opponent of it, show conclusively that what he means by ‘could have
chosen’ in this proposition, is anything different from the two certain facts, which I have numbered (2) and (3), or
some combination of the two? Many people, no doubt, will still insist that these two facts alone are by no means
sufficient to entitle us to say that we have Free Will: that it must be true that we were able to choose, in some quite
other sense. But nobody, so far, as I know, has ever been able to tell us exactly what that sense is. For my part, I can
find no conclusive argument to show either that some such other sense of ‘can’ is necessary, or that it is not. And,
therefore, this chapter must conclude with a doubt.6 It is, I think, possible that, instead of saying, as our theory said,
that an action is only right, when it produces consequences as good as any which would have followed from any other
action which the agent would have done, if he had chosen, we should say instead that it is right whenever and only when
the agent could not have done anything which would have produced better consequences; and that this ‘could not have
done’ is not equivalent to ‘would not have done, if he had chosen’, but is to be understood in the sense, whatever it may
be, which is sufficient to entitle us to say that we have Free Will. If so, then our theory would be wrong, just to this
extent.
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7 Intrinsic Value

THE MAIN CONCLUSIONS, at which we have arrived so far with regard to the theory stated in Chapters 1 and 2, may be
briefly summed up as follows. I tried to show, first of all, (I) that to say that a voluntary action is right, or ought to be
done, or is wrong, is not the same thing as to say that any being or set of beings whatever, either human or non-human,
has towards it any mental attitude whatever—either an attitude of feeling, or of willing, or of thinking something about
it; and that hence no proof to the effect that any beings, human or non-human, have any such attitude towards an
action is sufficient to show that it is right, or ought to be done, or is wrong; and (2) similarly, that to say that any one
thing or state of things is intrinsically good, or intrinsically bad, or that one is intrinsically better than another, is also not the
same thing as to say that any being or set of beings has towards it any mental attitude whatever—either an attitude of
feeling, or of desiring, or of thinking something about it; and hence that here again no proof to the effect that any
being or set of beings has some such mental attitude towards a given thing or state of things is ever sufficient to show
that it is intrinsically good or bad. These two points are extremely important, because the contrary view is very
commonly held, in some form or other, and because (though this is not always seen), whatever form it be held in, it is
absolutely fatal to one or both of two very fundamental principles, which



our theory implies. In many of their forms such views are fatal to the principle (I) that no action is ever both right and
wrong; and hence also to the view that there is any characteristic whatever which always belongs to right actions and
never to wrong ones; and in all their forms they are fatal to the principle (2) that if it is once the duty of any being to do
an action whose total effects will be A rather than one whose total effects will be B, it must always be the duty of any
being to do an action whose total effects will be precisely similar to A rather than one whose total effects will be
precisely similar to B, if he has to choose between them.

I tried to show, then, first of all, that these two principles may be successfully defended against this first line of
attack—the line of attack which consists in saying (to put it shortly) that ‘right’ and ‘good’ are merely subjective
predicates. But we found next that even those who admit and insist (as many do) that ‘right’ and ‘intrinsically good’ are
not subjective predicates, may yet attack the second principle on another ground. For this second principle implies that
the question whether an action is right or wrong must always depend upon its actual consequences; and this view is
very commonly disputed on one or other of three grounds, namely (I) that it sometimes depends merely on the intrinsic
nature of the action, or, in other words, that certain kinds of actions would be absolutely always right, and others
absolutely always wrong, whatever their consequences might be, or (2) that it depends, partly or wholly, on the motive
from which the action is done, or (3) that it depends on the question whether the agent had reason to expect that its
consequences would be the best possible. I tried, accordingly, to show next that each of these three views is untrue.1

But, finally, we raised, in the last chapter, a question as to the precise sense in which right and wrong do depend upon the
actual consequences. And here for the first time we came upon a point as to which it seemed very doubtful whether
our theory was right. All that could be agreed upon was that a voluntary action
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is right whenever and only when its total consequences are as good, intrinsically, as any that would have followed from
any action which the agent could have done instead. But we were unable to arrive at any certain conclusion as to the
precise sense in which the phrase ‘could have’ must be understood if this proposition is to be true; and whether,
therefore, it is true, if we give to these words the precise sense which our theory gave to them.

I conclude, then, that the theory stated in Chapters 1 and 2 is right so far as it merely asserts the three principles (I)
That there is some characteristic which belongs and must belong to absolutely all right voluntary actions and to no
wrong ones; (2) That one such characteristic consists in the fact that the total consequences of right actions must
always be as good, intrinsically, as any which it was possible for the agent to produce under the circumstances (it being
uncertain, however, in what sense precisely the word ‘possible’ is to be understood), whereas this can never be true of
wrong ones; and (3) That if any set of consequences A is once intrinsically better than another set B, any set precisely
similar to A must always be intrinsically better than a set precisely similar to B. We have, indeed, not considered all the
objections which might be urged against these three principles; but we have, I think, considered all those which are
most commonly urged, with one single exception. And I must now briefly state what this one remaining objection is, before
I go on to point out the respect in which this theory, which was stated in Chapters 1 and 2, seems to me to be utterly
wrong, in spite of being right as to all these three points.

This one last objection may be called the objection of Egoism; and it consists in asserting that no agent can ever be
under any obligation to do the action, whose total consequences will be the best possible, if its total effects upon him,
personally, are not the best possible; or in other words that it always would be right for an agent to choose the action
whose total effects upon himself would be the best, even if absolutely all its effects (taking
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into account its effects on other beings as well) would not be the best. It asserts in short that it can never be the duty of
any agent to sacrifice his own good to the general good. And most people who take this view are, I think, content to
assert this, without asserting further that it must always be his positive duty to prefer his own good to the general good.
That is to say, they will admit that a man may be acting rightly, even if he does sacrifice his own good to the general good;
they only hold that he will be acting equally rightly, if he does not. But there are some philosophers who seem to hold
that it must always be an agent's positive duty to do what is best for himself—always, for instance, to do what will
conduce most to his own ‘perfection’, or his own salvation, or his own ‘self-realization’; who imply, therefore, that it
would be his duty so to act, even if the action in question did not have the best possible consequences upon the whole.

Now the question whether this view is true, in either of these two different forms, would, of course, be of no practical
importance, if it were true that, as a matter of fact, every action which most promotes the general good always also
most promotes the agent's own good, and vice versa. And many philosophers have taken great pains to try to show
that this is the case; some have even tried to show that it must necessarily be the case. But it seems to me that none of
the arguments which have been used to prove this proposition really do show that it is by any means universally true. A
case, for instance, may arise in which, if a man is to secure the best consequences for the world as a whole, it may be
absolutely necessary that he should sacrifice his own life. And those who maintain that, even in such a case, he will
absolutely always be securing the greatest possible amount of good for himself, must either maintain that in some future
life he will receive goods sufficient to compensate him for all that he might have had during many years of continued
life in this world—a view to which there is the objection that it may be doubted whether we shall have
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any future life at all, and that it is even more doubtful what, if we shall, that life will be like; or else they must maintain
the following paradox.

Suppose there are two men, A and B, who up to the age of thirty have lived lives of equal intrinsic value; and that at
that age it becomes the duty of each of them to sacrifice his life for the general good. Suppose A does his duty and
sacrifices his life, but B does not, and continues to live for thirty years more. Those who hold that the agent's own
good always coincides with the general good, must then hold that B's sixty years of life, no matter how well the
remaining thirty years of it may be spent, cannot possibly have so much intrinsic value as A's thirty years. And surely
this is an extravagant paradox, however much intrinsic value we may attribute to those final moments of A's life in
which he does his duty at the expense of his life; and however high we put the loss in intrinsic value to B's life, which
arises from the fact that, in this one instance, he failed to do his duty. B may, for instance, repent of this one act and the
whole of the remainder of his life may be full of the highest goods; and it seems extravagant to maintain that all the
goods there may be in this last thirty years of it cannot possibly be enough to make his life more valuable, intrinsically,
than that of A.

I think, therefore, we must conclude that a maximum of true good, for ourselves, is by no means always secured by
those actions which are necessary to secure a maximum of true good for the world as a whole; and hence that it is a
question of practical importance whether, in such cases of conflict, it is always a duty, or right, for us to prefer our own
good to the general good. And this is a question which, so far as I can see, it is impossible to decide by argument one
way or the other.2 If any person, after clearly considering the question, comes to the conclusion that he can never be
under any obligation to sacrifice his own good to the general good, if they were to conflict, or even that it would be
wrong for him to do so, it is,
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I think, impossible to prove that he is mistaken. But it is certainly equally impossible for him to prove that he is not
mistaken. And, for my part, it seems to me quite self-evident that he is mistaken. It seems to me quite self-evident that
it must always be our duty to do what will produce the best effects upon the whole, no matter how bad the effects upon
ourselves may be and no matter how much good we ourselves may lose by it.

I think, therefore, we may safely reject this last objection to the principle that it must always be the duty of every agent
to do that one, among all the actions which he can do on any given occasion, whose total consequences will have the
greatest intrinsic value; and we may conclude, therefore, that the theory stated in Chapters 1 and 2 is right as to all the
three points yet considered, except for the doubt as to the precise sense in which the words ‘can do’ are to be
understood in this proposition. But obviously on any theory which maintains, as this one does, that right and wrong
depend on the intrinsic value of the consequences of our actions, it is extremely important to decide rightly what kinds
of consequences are intrinsically better or worse than others. And it is on this important point that the theory in
question seems to me to take an utterly wrong view. It maintains, as we saw in Chapter 2, that any whole which
contains more pleasure is always intrinsically better than one which contains less, and that none can be intrinsically better,
unless it contains more pleasure; it being remembered that the phrase ‘more pleasure’, in this statement, is not to be
understood as meaning strictly what it says, but as standing for any one of five different alternatives, the nature of
which was fully explained in our first two chapters.3 And the last question we have to raise is, therefore: Is this
proposition true or not? and if not, what is the right answer to the question: What kinds of things are intrinsically better
or worse than others?

And first of all it is important to be quite clear as to how this question is related to another question, which is very
liable
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to be confused with it: namely the question whether the proposition which was distinguished in Chapter 1, as forming
the first part of the theory there stated, is true or not: I mean, the proposition that quantity of pleasure is a correct
criterion of right and wrong, or that, in this world, it always is, as a matter of fact, our duty to do the action which will
produce a maximum of pleasure, or (for this is, perhaps, more commonly held) to do the action which, so far as we can
see, will produce such a maximum. This latter proposition has been far more often expressly held than the proposition
that what contains more pleasure is always intrinsically better than what contains less; and many people may be inclined
to think they are free to maintain it, even if they deny that the intrinsic value of every whole is always in proportion to
the quantity of pleasure it contains. And so, in a sense, they are; for it is quite possible, theoretically, that quantity of
pleasure should always be a correct criterion of right and wrong, here in this world, even if intrinsic value is not always in
exact proportion to quantity of pleasure. But though this is theoretically possible, it is, I think, easy to see that it is
extremely unlikely to be the case. For if it were the case, what it would involve is this. It would involve our maintaining
that, where the total consequences of any actual voluntary action have more intrinsic value than those of the possible
alternatives, it absolutely always happens to be true that they also contain more pleasure, although, in other cases, we
know that degree of intrinsic value is by no means always in proportion to quantity of pleasure contained. And, of
course, it is theoretically possible that this should be so: it is possible that the total consequences of actual voluntary
actions should form a complete exception to the general rule: that, in their case, what has more intrinsic value should
absolutely always also contain more pleasure, although, in other cases, this is by no means always true; but anybody can
see, I think, that, in the absence of strict proof that it is so, the probabilities are all the other way. It is, indeed, so far as I
can see, quite impossible
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absolutely to prove either that it is so or that it is not so; because actual actions in this world are liable to have such an
immense number of indirect and remote consequences, which we cannot trace, that it is impossible to be quite certain
how the total consequences of any two actions will compare either in respect of intrinsic value, or in respect of the
quantity of pleasure they contain. It may, therefore, possibly be the case that quantity of pleasure is, as a matter of fact, a
correct criterion of right and wrong, even if intrinsic value is not always in proportion to quantity of pleasure contained.
But it is impossible to prove that it is a correct criterion, except by assuming that intrinsic value always is in proportion
to quantity of pleasure. And most of those who have held the former view have, I think, in fact made this assumption,
even if they have not definitely realized that they were making it.

Is this assumption true, then? Is it true that one whole will be intrinsically better than another, whenever and only
when it contains more pleasure, no matter what the two may be like in other respects? It seems to me almost
impossible that anyone, who fully realizes the consequences of such a view, can possibly hold that it is true. It involves
our saying, for instance, that a world in which absolutely nothing except pleasure existed—no knowledge, no love, no
enjoyment of beauty, no moral qualities—must yet be intrinsically better—better worth creating—provided only the
total quantity of pleasure in it were the least bit greater than one in which all these things existed as well as pleasure.4 It
involves our saying that, even if the total quantity of pleasure in each was exactly equal, yet the fact that all the beings in
the one possessed in addition knowledge of many different kinds and a full appreciation of all that was beautiful or
worthy of love in their world, whereas none of the beings in the other possessed any of these things, would give us no
reason whatever for preferring the former to the latter. It involves our saying that, for instance, the state of mind of a
drunkard, when he is intensely pleased with breaking crockery,
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is just as valuable, in itself—just as well worth having, as that of a man who is fully realizing all that is exquisite in the
tragedy of King Lear, provided only the mere quantity of pleasure in both cases is the same. Such instances might be
multiplied indefinitely, and it seems to me that they constitute a reductio ad absurdum of the view that intrinsic value is
always in proportion to quantity of pleasure.5 Of course, here again, the question is quite incapable of proof either way.
And if anybody, after clearly considering the issue, does come to the conclusion that no one kind of enjoyment is ever
intrinsically better than another, provided only that the pleasure in both is equally intense, and that, if we could get as
much pleasure in the world, without needing to have any knowledge, or any moral qualities, or any sense of beauty, as
we can get with them, then all these things would be entirely superfluous, there is no way of proving that he is wrong.
But it seems to me almost impossible that anybody, who does really get the question clear, should take such a view;
and, if anybody were to, I think it is self-evident that he would be wrong.

It may, however, be asked: If the matter is as plain as this, how has it come about that anybody ever has adopted the
view that intrinsic value is always in proportion to quantity of pleasure, or has ever argued, as if it were so? And I think
one chief answer to this question is that those who have done so have not clearly realized all the consequences of their
view, partly because they have been too exclusively occupied with the particular question as to whether, in the case of
the total consequences of actual voluntary actions, degree of intrinsic value is not always in proportion to quantity of
pleasure—a question which, as has been admitted, is, in itself, much more obscure. But there is, I think, another
reason, which is worth mentioning, because it introduces us to a principle of great importance. It may, in fact, be held,
with great plausibility, that no whole can ever have any intrinsic value unless it contains some pleasure; and it might be
thought, at first sight, that this
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reasonable, and perhaps true, view 6 could not possibly lead to the wholly unreasonable one that intrinsic value is
always in proportion to quantity of pleasure: it might seem obvious that to say that nothing can be valuable without
pleasure is a very different thing from saying that intrinsic value is always in proportion to pleasure. And it is, I think, in
fact true that the two views are really as different as they seem, and that the latter does not at all follow from the
former. But, if we look a little closer, we may, I think, see a reason why the latter should very naturally have been thought
to follow from the former.

The reason is as follows. If we say that no whole can ever be intrinsically good, unless it contains some pleasure, we are,
of course, saying that if from any whole, which is intrinsically good, we were to subtract all the pleasure it contains, the
remainder, whatever it might be, would have no intrinsic goodness at all, but must always be either intrinsically bad, or
else intrinsically indifferent: and this (if we remember our definition of intrinsic value) is the same thing as to say that
this remainder actually has no intrinsic goodness at all, but always is either positively bad or indifferent. Let us call the
pleasure which such a whole contains, A, and the whole remainder, whatever it may be, B. We are then saying that the
whole A+B is intrinsically good, but that B is not intrinsically good at all. Surely it seems to follow that the intrinsic
value of A+B cannot possibly be greater than that of A by itself? How, it may be asked, could it possibly be otherwise?
How, by adding to A something, namely B, which has no intrinsic goodness at all, could we possibly get a whole which
has more intrinsic value than A? It may naturally seem to be self-evident that we could not. But, if so, then it absolutely
follows that we can never increase the value of any whole whatever except by adding pleasure to it: we may, of course,
lessen its value, by adding other things, e.g. by adding pain; but we can never increase it except by adding pleasure.

Now from this it does not, of course, follow strictly that the
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intrinsic value of a whole is always in proportion to the quantity of pleasure it contains in the special sense in which we
have throughout been using this expression—that is to say, as meaning that it is in proportion to the excess of pleasure
over pain, in one of the five senses explained in Chapter 1. But it is surely very natural to think that it does. And it does
follow that we must be wrong in the reasons we gave for disputing this proposition. It does follow that we must be
wrong in thinking that by adding such things as knowledge or a sense of beauty to a world which contained a certain
amount of pleasure, without adding any more pleasure, we could increase the intrinsic value of that world. If,
therefore, we are to dispute the proposition that intrinsic value is always in proportion to quantity of pleasure we must
dispute this argument. But the argument may seem to be almost indisputable. It has, in fact, been used as an argument
in favour of the proposition that intrinsic value is always in proportion to quantity of pleasure, and I think it has
probably had much influence in inducing people to adopt that view, even if they have not expressly put it in this form.

How, then, can we dispute this argument? We might, of course, do so, by rejecting the proposition that no whole can
ever be intrinsically good, unless it contains some pleasure; but, for my part, though I don't feel certain that this
proposition is true, I also don't feel at all certain that it is not true. The part of the argument which it seems to me
certainly can and ought to be disputed is another part—namely, the assumption that, where a whole contains two
factors, A and B, and one of these, B, has no intrinsic goodness at all, the intrinsic value of the whole cannot be greater
than that of the other factor, A. This assumption, I think, obviously rests on a still more general assumption, of which
it is only a special case. The general assumption is: That where a whole consists of two factors, A and B, the amount by
which its intrinsic value exceeds that of one of these two factors must always be equal to that of the other factor. Our
special case will follow from this general assumption:
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because it will follow that if B be intrinsically indifferent, that is to say, if its intrinsic value = o, then the amount by which
the value of the whole A+B exceeds the value of A must also = o, that is to say, the value of the whole must be
precisely equal to that of A; while if B be intrinsically bad, that is to say, if its intrinsic value is less than o, then the
amount by which the value of A+B will exceed that of A will also be less than o, that is to say, the value of the whole
will be less than that of A. Our special case does then follow from the general assumption; and nobody, I think, would
maintain that the special case was true without maintaining that the general assumption was also true. The general
assumption may, indeed, very naturally seem to be self-evident: it has, I think, been generally assumed that it is so; and
it may seem to be a mere deduction from the laws of arithmetic. But, so far as I can see, it is not a mere deduction from
the laws of arithmetic, and, so far from being self-evident, is certainly untrue.

Let us see exactly what we are saying, if we deny it. We are saying that the fact that A and B both exist together, together
with the fact that they have to one another any relation which they do happen to have (when they exist together, they
always must have some relation to one another; and the precise nature of the relation certainly may in some cases make
a great difference to the value of the whole state of things, though, perhaps, it need not in all cases)—that these two
facts together must have a certain amount of intrinsic value, that is to say must be either intrinsically good, or intrinsically
bad, or intrinsically indifferent, and that the amount by which this value exceeds the value which the existence of A
would have, if A existed quite alone, need not be equal to the value which the existence of B would have, if B existed
quite alone. This is all that we are saying. And can any one pretend that such a view necessarily contradicts the laws of
arithmetic? or that it is self-evident that it cannot be true? I cannot see any ground for saying so; and if there is no
ground, then the argument which sought to show that we can
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never add to the value of any whole except by adding pleasure to it, is entirely baseless.

If, therefore, we reject the theory that intrinsic value is always in proportion to quantity of pleasure, it does seem as if
we may be compelled to accept the principle that the amount by which the value of a whole exceeds that of one of its factors is not
necessarily equal to that of the remaining factor—a principle which, if true, is very important in many other cases.7 But,
though at first sight this principle may seem paradoxical, there seems to be no reason why we should not accept it;
while there are other independent reasons why we should accept it. And, in any case, it seems quite clear that the
degree of intrinsic value of a whole is not always in proportion to the quantity of pleasure it contains.

But, if we do reject this theory, what, it may be asked, can we substitute for it? How can we answer the question, what
kinds of consequences are intrinsically better or worse than others?

We may, I think, say, first of all, that for the same reason for which we have rejected the view that intrinsic value is
always in proportion to quantity of pleasure, we must also reject the view that it is always in proportion to the quantity
of any other single factor whatever. Whatever single kind of thing may be proposed as a measure of intrinsic value,
instead of pleasure—whether knowledge, or virtue, or wisdom, or love—it is, I think, quite plain that it is not such a
measure; because it is quite plain that, however valuable any one of these things may be, we may always add to the
value of a whole which contains any one of them, not only by adding more of that one, but also by adding something else
instead. Indeed, so far as I can see, there is no characteristic whatever which always distinguishes every whole which has
greater intrinsic value from every whole which has less, except the fundamental one that it would always be the duty of
every agent to prefer the better to the worse, if he had to choose between a pair of actions, of which they would be the
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sole effects. And similarly, so far as I can see, there is no characteristic whatever which belongs to all things that are
intrinsically good and only to them—except simply the one that they all are intrinsically good and ought always to be
preferred to nothing at all, it we had to choose between an action whose sole effect would be one of them and one
which would have no effects whatever. The fact is that the view which seems to me to be true is the one which, apart
from theories, I think every one would naturally take, namely, that there are an immense variety of different things, all of
which are intrinsically good; and that though all these things may perhaps have some characteristic in common, their
variety is so great that they have none, which, besides being common to them all, is also peculiar to them—that is to say,
which never belongs to anything which is intrinsically bad or indifferent. All that can, I think, be done by way of
making plain what kinds of things are intrinsically good or bad, and what are better or worse than others, is to classify
some of the chief kinds of each, pointing out what the factors are upon which their goodness or badness depends. And
I think this is one of the most profitable things which can be done in Ethics, and one which has been too much
neglected hitherto. But I have not space to attempt it here.

I have only space for two final remarks. The first is that there do seem to be two important characteristics, which are
common to absolutely all intrinsic goods, though not peculiar to them. Namely (1) it does seem as if nothing can be an
intrinsic good unless it contains both some feeling and also some other form of consciousness;8 and, as we have said
before, it seems possible that amongst the feelings contained must always be some amount of pleasure. And (2) it does
also seem as if every intrinsic good must be a complex whole containing a considerable variety of different factors—as
if, for instance, nothing so simple as pleasure by itself, however intense, could ever be any good. But it is important to
insist (though it is obvious) that neither of these characteristics is peculiar to intrinsic goods: they may
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obviously also belong to things bad and indifferent. Indeed, as regards the first, it is not only true that many wholes
which contain both feeling and some other form of consciousness are intrinsically bad; but it seems also to be true that
nothing can be intrinsically bad, unless it contains some feeling.

The other final remark is that we must be very careful to distinguish the two questions (1) whether, and in what degree,
a thing is intrinsically good and bad, and (2) whether, and in what degree, it is capable of adding to or subtracting from
the intrinsic value of a whole of which it forms a part, from a third, entirely different question, namely (3) whether, and
in what degree, a thing is useful and has good effects, or harmful and has bad effects.9 All three questions are very liable to
be confused, because, in common life, we apply the names ‘good’ and ‘bad’ to things of all three kinds indifferently:
when we say that a thing is ‘good’ we may mean either (1) that it is intrinsically good or (2) that it adds to the value of
many intrinsically good wholes or (3) that it is useful or has good effects; and similarly when we say that a thing is bad
we may mean any one of the three corresponding things. And such confusion is very liable to lead to mistakes, of
which the following are, I think, the commonest. In the first place, people are apt to assume with regard to things
which really are very good indeed in senses (1) or (2), that they are scarcely any good at all, simply because they do not
seem to be of much use— that is to say, to lead to further good effects; and similarly, with regard to things which really
are very bad in senses (1) or (2), it is
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very commonly assumed that there cannot be much, if any, harm in them, simply because they do not seem to lead to
further bad results. Nothing is commoner than to find people asking of a good thing: What use is it? and concluding
that, if it is no use, it cannot be any good; or asking of a bad thing: What harm does it do? and concluding that if it does
no harm, there cannot be any harm in it. Or, again, by a converse mistake, of things which really are very useful, but
are not good at all in senses (1) and (2), it is very commonly assumed that they must be good in one or both of these
two senses. Or again, of things which really are very good in senses (1) and (2), it is assumed that, because they are
good, they cannot possibly do harm. Or finally, of things which are neither intrinsically good nor useful, it is assumed
that they cannot be any good at all, although in fact they are very good in sense (2). All these mistakes are liable to
occur, because, in fact, the degree of goodness or badness of a thing in any one of these three senses is by no means
always in proportion to the degree of its goodness or badness in either of the other two; but if we are careful to
distinguish the three different questions, they can, I think, all be avoided.
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Note on Books

If the reader wishes to form an impartial judgement as to what the fundamental problems of Ethics really are, and
what is the true answer to them, it is of the first importance that he should not confine himself to reading works of any
one single type, but should realize what extremely different sorts of things have seemed to different writers, of
acknowledged reputation, to be the most important things to be said about the subject. For this purpose he should, I
think, read, if possible, and compare with one another, all of the following works:

1. Some of the dialogues of Plato (translated by Jowett). Among the shorter dialogues, the Protagoras, the Gorgias, and
the Philebus deal almost exclusively with fundamental ethical questions, and may be taken as typical examples of Plato's
method of dealing with Ethics; but the reader should, if possible, read also the whole of the Republic, because, though,
in the main, it is concerned with points of comparative detail, it contains, in various places, discussions which are of
great importance for understanding Plato's general view.

2. Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics. (There are several English translations.)

3. Hume's Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals.

4. Kant's Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals.

(Translated, along with other works, under the title Kant's Theory of Ethics, by T. K. Abbott: Longmans, Green, & Co.)

5. John Stuart Mill's Utilitarianism.

6. Henry Sidgwick's Methods of Ethics (Macmillan & Co.).1

7. Herbert Spencer's Data of Ethics (forming the first part of his two volumes on The Principles of Ethics, but also
published separately).

8. T. H. Green's Prolegomena to Ethics (Clarendon Press).



I have selected these works as being enough, but not more than enough, to give a sufficient idea of the extremely
different way in which writers, who are still considered by many people to be among the best worth reading on the
subject, have dealt with it. No doubt, in some cases, other works, equally well worth reading, and equally typical of the
sort of differences I want to emphasize, might be substituted for some of those I have mentioned; but these are, I
think, as good as any for the purposes of illustration, and hardly one of them could be omitted without serious loss,
unless some other work, typical of the same method of treatment, were substituted for it.

For guidance in his further reading, so far as writers no longer living are concerned, the reader may be referred to
Sidgwick's Outlines of the History of Ethics (Macmillan & Co.), from which he will be able to judge what other writers it is
likely to be most profitable for him to study, and which is also well worth reading on its own account. And, if he wishes
to become acquainted with the principal works on Ethics which have been written by writers still living, I think I can
hardly do better than recommend him to read, first of all, Dr. Hastings Rashdall's Theory of Good and Evil (Clarendon
Press, 1907). This book will, I think, give a fair idea of the sort of questions which are still being discussed at the
present day, and it also contains references to the most important works of other living writers, sufficient to enable the
reader to make his own choice of further reading.2

For further explanation of the views advocated in the present work the reader may be referred to the author's Principia
Ethica (Cambridge University Press, 1903), which presents the same general view in a rather different form, and which
also contains discussions on various points entirely omitted here from lack of space.

NOTE ON BOOKS 133



This page intentionally left blank 



THE NATURE OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY

I SHOULD like, if I can, to interest you tonight in one particular question about Moral Philosophy. It is a question which
resembles most philosophical questions, in respect of the fact that philosophers are by no means agreed as to what is
the right answer to it: some seem to be very strongly convinced that one answer is correct, while others are equally
strongly convinced of the opposite. For my own part I do feel some doubt as to which answer is the right one,
although, as you will see, I incline rather strongly to one of the two alternatives. I should like very much, if I could, to
find some considerations which seemed to me absolutely convincing on the one side or the other; for the question
seems to me in itself to be an exceedingly interesting one.

I have said that the question is a question about Moral Philosophy; and it seems to me in fact to be a very large and
general question which affects the whole of Moral Philosophy. In asking it, we are doing no less than asking what it is
that people are doing when they study Moral Philosophy at all: we are asking what sort of questions it is which it is the
business of Moral Philosophy to discuss and try to find the right answer to. But I intend, for the sake of simplicity, to
confine myself to asking it in two particular instances. Moral Philosophy has, in fact, to discuss a good many different
ideas; and though I think this same question may be raised with regard to them all, I intend to pick out two, which
seem to me particularly fundamental, and to ask it with regard to them only.

My first business must be to explain what these two ideas are.1 The name Moral Philosophy naturally suggests that
what is meant is a department of philosophy which has something to do with morality. And we all understand roughly
what is meant by morality. We are accustomed to the distinction between moral good and evil, on the one hand, and
what is sometimes called physical good and evil on the other. We all make the distinction between a man's moral
character, on the one hand, and his



agreeableness or intellectual endowments, on the other. We feel that to accuse a man of immoral conduct is quite a
different thing from accusing him merely of bad taste or bad manners, or from accusing him merely of stupidity or
ignorance. And no less clearly we distinguish between the idea of being under a moral obligation to do a thing, and the
idea of being merely under a legal obligation to do it. It is a commonplace that the sphere of morality is much wider
than the sphere of law: that we are morally bound to do and avoid many things, which are not enjoined or forbidden
by the laws of our country; and it is also sometimes held that, if a particular law is unjust or immoral, it may even be a
moral duty to disobey it—that is to say that there may be a positive conflict between moral and legal obligation; and
the mere fact that this is held, whether truly or falsely, shows, at all events, that the one idea is quite distinct from the
other.

The name Moral Philosophy, then, naturally suggests that it is a department of philosophy concerned with morality in
this common sense. And it is, in fact, true that one large department of Moral Philosophy is so concerned. But it would
be a mistake to think that the whole subject is only concerned with morality. Another important department of it is, as I
shall try to show, concerned with ideas which are not moral ideas, in this ordinary sense, though, no doubt, they may
have something to do with them. And of the two ideas which I propose to pick out for discussion, while one of them is
a moral idea, the other belongs to that department of Moral Philosophy which is not concerned solely with morality,
and is not, I think, properly speaking, a moral idea at all.

Let us begin with the one of the two which is a moral idea. The particular moral idea which I propose to pick out for
discussion is the one which I have called above the idea of moral obligation—the idea of being morally bound to act in
a particular way on a particular occasion. But what is, so far as I can see, precisely the same idea is also called by several
other names. To say that I am under a moral obligation to do a certain thing is, I think, clearly to say the same thing as
what we commonly express by saying that I ought to do it, or that it is my duty to do it. That is to say, the idea of moral
obligation is identical
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with the idea of the moral ‘ought’ and with the idea of duty. And it also seems at first sight as if we might make yet
another identification.

The assertion that I ought to do a certain thing seems as if it meant much the same as the assertion that it would be
wrong of me not to do the thing in question: at all events it is quite clear that, whenever it is my duty to do anything, it
would be wrong of me not to do it, and that whenever it would be wrong of me to do anything, then it is my duty to
refrain from doing it. In the case of these two ideas, the idea of what is wrong, and the idea of what is my duty or what
I ought to do, different views may be taken as to whether the one is more fundamental than the other, or whether both
are equally so; and on the question: If one of the two is more fundamental than the other, which of the two is so? Thus
some people would say, that the idea of ‘wrong’ is the more fundamental, and that the idea of ‘duty’ is to be defined in
terms of it: that, in fact, the statement ‘It is my duty to keep that promise’ merely means ‘It would be wrong of me not
to keep it’; and the statement ‘It is my duty not to tell a lie’ merely means ‘It would be wrong of me to tell one’. Others
again would apparently say just the opposite: that duty is the more fundamental notion, and ‘wrong’ is to be defined in
terms of it. While others perhaps would hold that neither is more fundamental than the other; that both are equally
fundamental, and that the statement ‘it would be wrong to do so and so’ is only equivalent to, not identical in meaning
with, ‘I ought not to do it’.2 But whichever of these three views be the true one, there is, I think, no doubt whatever
about the equivalent notion of the two ideas; and no doubt, therefore, that whatever answer be given to the question I
am going to raise about the one, the same answer must be given to the corresponding question about the other.

The moral idea, then, which I propose to discuss, is the idea of duty or moral obligation, or, what comes to the same
thing, the idea of what is wrong—morally wrong. Everybody would agree that this idea—or, to speak more accurately,
one or both of these two ideas—is among the most fundamental of our moral ideas, whether or not they would admit
that all others, for example the ideas of moral goodness, involve a reference to this one in
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their definition, or would hold that we have some others which are independent of it, and equally fundamental with it.

But there is a good deal of difficulty in getting clear as to what this idea of moral obligation itself is. Is there in fact only
one idea which we call by this name? Or is it possible that on some occasions when we say that so and so is a duty, we
mean something different by this expression from what we do on others? And that similarly when we say that so and
so is morally wrong, we sometimes use this name ‘morally wrong’ for one idea and sometimes for another; so that one
and the same thing may be ‘morally wrong’ in one sense of the word, and yet not morally wrong in another? I think, in
fact, there are two different senses in which we use these terms; and to point out the difference between them, will help
to bring out clearly more the nature of each. And I think perhaps the difference can be brought out most clearly by
considering the sort of moral rules with which we are all of us familiar.

Everybody knows that moral teachers are largely concerned in laying down moral rules, and in disputing the truth of
rules which have been previously accepted.3 And moral rules seem to consist, to a very large extent, in assertions to the
effect that it is always wrong to do certain actions or to refrain from doing certain others; or (what comes to the same
thing) that it is always your duty to refrain from certain actions, and positively to do certain others. The Ten
Commandments for example, are instances of moral rules; and most of them are examples of what are called negative
rules—that is to say rules which assert merely that it is wrong to do certain positive actions, and therefore our duty to
refrain from these actions; instead of rules which assert of certain positive actions, that it is our duty to do them and
therefore wrong to refrain from doing them. The Fifth Commandment, which tells us to honour our father and
mother, is apparently an exception; it seems to be a positive rule. It is not, like the others, expressed in the negative
form ‘Thou shalt not do so and so,’ and it is apparently really meant to assert that we ought to do certain positive
actions, not merely that there are some positive action from which we ought to refrain. The difference between this
one and the rest will thus serve as an example of
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the difference between positive and negative moral rules, a difference which is sometimes treated as if it were of great
importance. And I do not wish to deny that there may be some important difference between seeing only that certain
positive actions are wrong, and seeing also that, in certain cases, to refrain from doing certain actions is just as wrong
as positively to do certain others. But this distinction between positive and negative rules is certainly of much less
importance than another which is, I think, liable to be confused with it. So far as this distinction goes it is only a
distinction between an assertion that it is wrong to do a positive action and an assertion that it is wrong to refrain from
doing one: and each of these assertions is equivalent to one which asserts a duty—the first with an assertion that it is a
duty to refrain, the second with an assertion that a positive action is a duty. But there is another distinction between
some moral rules and others which is of much greater importance than this one, and which does, I think, give a reason
for thinking that the term ‘moral obligation’ is actually used in different senses on different occasions.

I have said that moral rules seem to consist, to a large extent, in assertions to the effect that it is always wrong to do
certain actions or to refrain from doing certain others, or the equivalent assertions in terms of duty. But there is a large
class of moral rules, with which we are all of us very familiar, which do not come under this definition. They are rules
which are concerned not with our actions, in the natural sense of the word, but with our feelings, thoughts, and desires.
An illustration of this kind of rule can again be given from the Ten Commandments. Most of the ten, as we all know,
are concerned merely with actions; but the Tenth at least is clearly an exception. The Tenth says ‘Thou shalt not covet
thy neighbour's house, nor his wife, nor his servant, nor his ox, nor his ass, nor anything that is his,’ and, unless ‘covet’
is merely a mistranslation of a word which stands for some kind of action, we plainly have here a rule which is
concerned with our feelings and not with our actions.4 And one reason which makes the distinction between rules of this
kind and rules concerned with actions important, is that our feelings are not, as a rule, directly within the control of our
will in the sense in which many
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of our actions are.5 I cannot, for instance, by any single act of will directly prevent from arising in my mind a desire for
something that belongs to someone else, even if, when once the desire has arrived, I can by my will prevent its
continuance; and even this last I can hardly do directly but only by forcing myself to attend to other considerations
which may extinguish the desire. But though I thus cannot prevent myself altogether from coveting my neighbour's
possessions, I can altogether prevent myself from stealing them. The action of stealing, and the feeling of
covetousness, are clearly on a very different level in this respect. The action is directly within the control of my will,
whereas the feeling is not. If I will not to take the thing (though of course some people may find a great difficulty in
willing this) it does in general follow directly that I do not take it; whereas, if I will not to desire it, it emphatically does
not, even in general, follow directly that no desire for it will be there. This distinction between the way in which our
feelings and our actions are under the control of our wills is, I think, a very real one indeed; we cannot help constantly
recognizing that it exists. And it has an important bearing on the distinction between those moral rules which deal with
actions and those which deal with feelings, for the following reason. The philosopher Kant laid down a well- known
proposition to the effect that ‘ought’ implies ‘can’: that is to say, that it cannot be true that you ‘ought’ to do a thing,
unless it is true that you could do it, if you chose.6 And as regards one of the senses in which we commonly use the
words ‘ought’ and ‘duty’, I think this rule is plainly true. When we say absolutely of ourselves or others, ‘I ought to do
so and so’ or ‘you ought to’, we imply, I think, very often that the thing in question is a thing which we could do, if we
chose; though of course it may often be a thing which it is very difficult to choose to do. Thus it is clear that I cannot
truly say of anyone that he ought to do a certain thing, if it is a thing which it is physically impossible for him to do,
however desirable it may be that the thing should be done. And in this sense it is clear that it cannot be truly said of me
that I ought not to have a certain feeling, or that I ought not to have had it, if it is a feeling which I could not, by any
effort of my will, prevent myself from having. The having or the prevention of a certain feeling is
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not, of course, strictly ever a physical impossibility, but it is very often impossible, in exactly the same sense, in which
actions are physically impossible—that is to say that I could not possibly get it or prevent it, even if I would. But this
being so, it is plain that such a moral rule as that I ought not to covet my neighbour's possessions is, if it means to
assert that I ought not, in that sense in which ‘ought’ implies ‘can’, a rule which cannot possibly be true. What it
appears to assert is, absolutely universally, of every feeling of covetousness, that the feeling in question is one which the
person who felt it ought not to have felt. But in fact a very large proportion of such feelings (I am inclined to say the
vast majority) are feelings which the person who felt them could not have prevented feeling, if he would: they were
beyond the control of his will. And hence it is quite emphatically not true that none of these feelings ought to have been
felt, if we are using ‘ought’ in the sense which implies that the person who felt them could have avoided them. So far
from its being true that absolutely none of them ought to have been felt, this is only true of those among them,
probably a small minority, which the person who felt them could have avoided feeling. If, therefore, moral rules with
regard to feelings are to have a chance of being nearly true, we must understand the ‘ought’ which occurs in them in
some other sense. But with moral rules that refer to actions the case is very different. Take stealing for example. Here
again what the Eighth Commandment appears to imply is that absolutely every theft which has ever occurred was an
act which the agent ought not to have done; and, if the ‘ought’ is the one which implies ‘can’, it implies, therefore, that
every theft was an act which the agent, if he had chosen, could have avoided. And this statement that every theft which
has been committed was an act which the thief, if he had so willed, could have avoided, though it may be doubted if it
is absolutely universally true, is not a statement which is clearly absurd, like the statement that every covetous desire
could have been avoided by the will of the person who felt it. It is probable that the vast majority of acts of theft have
been acts which it was in the power of the thief to avoid, if he had willed to do so; whereas this is clearly not true of the
vast majority of covetous desires. It is, therefore, quite possible that those who
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believe we ought never to steal, are using ‘ought’ in a sense which implies that stealing always could have been avoided;
whereas it is I think quite certain that many of those who believe that we ought to avoid all covetous desires, do not
believe for a moment that every covetous desire that has ever been felt was a desire which the person who felt it could
have avoided feeling, if he had chosen. And yet they certainly do believe, in some sense or other, that no covetous
desire ought ever to have been felt. The conclusion is, therefore, it seems to me, unavoidable that we do use ‘ought’, the
moral ‘ought’, in two different senses; the one a sense in which to say that I ought to have done so and so does really
imply that I could have done it, if I had chosen, and the other a sense in which it carries with it no such implication. I
think perhaps the difference between the two can be expressed in this way. If we express the meaning of the first
‘ought’, the one which does imply ‘can’, by saying that ‘I ought to have done so and so’ means ‘It actually was my duty
to do it’; we can express the meaning of the second by saying that e.g. ‘I ought not to have felt so and so’ means not ‘it
was my duty to avoid that feeling’, but ‘it would have been my duty to avoid it, if I had been able’. And corresponding to
these two meanings of ‘ought’ we should, I think, probably distinguish two different sorts of moral rules, which though
expressed in the same language, do in fact mean very different things. The one is a set of rules which assert (whether
truly or falsely) that it always actually is a duty to do or to refrain from certain actions, and assert therefore that it
always is in the power of the agent's will to do or to refrain from them; whereas the other sort only assert that so and
so would be a duty, if it were within our power, without at all asserting that it always is within our power.

We may, perhaps, give a name to the distinction I mean, by calling the first kind of rules—those which do assert that
something actually is a duty—‘rules of duty’, and by calling the second kind—those which recommend or condemn
something not in the control of our wills—‘ideal rules’: choosing this latter name because they can be said to inculcate
a moral ‘ideal’—something the attainment of which is not directly within the power of our wills. As a further example
of the difference between ideal rules and rules of duty we may take the famous passage from the
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New Testament (Luke 6: 27) ‘Love your enemies, do good to them that hate you, bless them that curse you, pray for
them that despitefully use you’. Of these four rules, the three last may be rules of duty, because they refer to things
which are plainly, as a rule, at least, in the power of your will; but the first, if ‘love’ be understood in its natural sense as
referring to your feelings, is plainly only an ‘ideal’ rule, since such feelings are obviously not directly under our own
control, in the same way in which such actions as doing good to, blessing or praying for a person are so. To love
certain people, or to feel no anger against them, is a thing which it is quite impossible to attain directly by will, or
perhaps ever to attain completely at all. Whereas your behaviour towards them is a matter within your own control:
even if you hate a person, or feel angry with him, you can so control yourself as not to do him harm, and even to
confer benefits upon him. To do good to your enemies may, then, really be your duty; but it cannot, in the strict sense,
be your duty not to have evil feelings towards them: all that can possibly be true is that it would be your duty if you
were able. Yet I think there can be no doubt that what Christ meant to condemn was the occurrence of such feelings
altogether; and since, if what he meant to assert about them in condemning them, would have been certainly false, if he
had meant to say that you could avoid ever feeling them, I think it is clear that what he meant to assert was not this, or
not this only, but something else, which may quite possibly be true. That is to say, he was asserting an ideal rule, not
merely a rule of duty.

It will be seen that this distinction which I am making coincides, roughly at all events, with the distinction which is
often expressed as the distinction between rules which tell you what you ought to be and rules which tell you merely
what you ought to do; or as the distinction between rules which are concerned with your inner life—with your thoughts
and feelings—and those which are concerned only with your external actions. The rules which are concerned with
what you ought to be or with your inner life are, for the most part at all events, ‘ideal’ rules; while those which are
concerned with what you ought to do or your external actions are very often, at least, rules of duty. And it is often said
that one great difference between the New Testament and the
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Old is its comparatively greater insistence on ‘ideal’ rules—upon a change of heart—as opposed to mere rules of duty.
And that there is a comparatively greater insistence on ideal rules I do not wish to deny. But that there are plenty of
ideal rules in the Old Testament too must not be forgotten. I have already given an example from the Ten
Commandments: namely the rule which says you ought not to covet anything which belongs to your neighbour. And
another is supplied by the Old Testament commandment, ‘Love thy neighbour as thyself ’, if by ‘love’ is here meant a
feeling which is not within our own control, and not merely that the Jew is to help other Jews by his external actions.
Indeed, however great may be the difference between the Old Testament and the New in respect of comparative
insistence on ideal rules rather than rules of duty, I am inclined to think that there is at least as great a difference,
illustrated by this very rule, in another, quite different, respect—namely in the kind of rules, both ideal and of duty, which
are insisted on. For whereas by ‘thy neighbour’ in the Old Testament there is plainly meant only other Jews, and it is
not conceived either that it is the duty of a Jew to help foreigners in general, or an ideal for him to love them; in the
New Testament, where the same words are used, ‘my neighbour’ plainly is meant to include all mankind. And this
distinction between the view that beneficent action and benevolent feelings should be confined to those of our own
nation, and the view that both should be extended equally to all mankind—a distinction which has nothing to do with
the distinction between being and doing, between inner and outer, but affects both equally—is, I am inclined to think,
at least as important a difference between New Testament and Old, as the comparatively greater insistence on ‘ideal’
rules. However, the point upon which I want at present to insist is the distinction between ideal rules and rules of duty.
Both kinds are commonly included among moral rules, and, as my examples have shown, are often mentioned
together as if no great difference were seen between them. What I want to insist on is that there is a great difference
between them: that whereas rules of duty do directly assert of the idea of duty, in the sense in which to say that
something is your duty implies that you can do it, that certain things are duties, the ‘ideal’
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rules do not assert this, but something different. Yet the ‘ideal’ rules certainly do, in a sense, assert a ‘moral obligation’.
And hence we have to recognize that the phrase ‘moral obligation’ is not merely a name for one idea only, but for two
very different ideas; and the same will, of course, be true of the corresponding phrase ‘morally wrong’.

When, therefore, I say that the idea of ‘moral obligation’ is one of the fundamental ideas with which Moral Philosophy
is concerned, I think we must admit that this one name really stands for two different ideas. But it does not matter for
my purpose which of the two you take. Each of them is undoubtedly a moral idea, and whatever answer be given to
the question we are going to raise about the one, will also certainly apply to the other.

But it is now time to turn to the other idea, with which I said that Moral Philosophy has been largely concerned,
though it is not, strictly speaking, a moral idea, at all.

And I think, perhaps, a good way of bringing out what this idea is, is to refer to the Ethics of Aristotle. Everybody
would admit that the fundamental idea, with which Aristotle's Ethics is concerned, is an idea which it is the business of
Moral Philosophy to discuss; and yet I think it is quite plain that this idea is not a moral idea at all. Aristotle does not
set out from the idea of moral obligation or duty (indeed throughout his treatise he only mentions this idea quite
incidentally); nor even from the idea of moral goodness or moral excellence, though he has a good deal more to say
about that; but from the idea of what he calls ‘the human good’, or ‘good for man’. He starts by raising the question
what the good for man is, and his whole book is arranged in the form of giving a detailed answer to that question. And
I think we can gather pretty well what the idea is, which he calls by this name, by considering what he says about it.7
There are two points, in particular, which he insists upon from the outset: first, that nothing can be good, in the sense
he means, unless it is something which is worth having for its own sake, and not merely for the sake of something else;
it must be good in itself; it must not, like wealth (to use one example which he gives), be worth having merely for the
sake of what you can do with it; it must be a thing which is worth having even if nothing further comes of it. And
secondly (what partly covers
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the former, but also, I think, says something more) it must, he says, be something that is ‘self-sufficient’: something
which, even if you had nothing else would make your life worth having. And further light is thrown upon his meaning
when he comes to tell you what he thinks the good for man is: the good, he says, is ‘mental activity—where such
activity is of an excellent kind, or, if there are several different kinds of excellentmental activity, that which has the best
and most perfect kind of excellence; and also’ (he significantly adds) ‘mental activity which lasts through a sufficiently
long life’.8 The word which I have here translated ‘excellence’ is what is commonly translated ‘virtue’; but it does not
mean quite the same as we mean by ‘virtue’, and that in a very important respect. ‘Virtue’ has come to mean
exclusively moral excellence; and if that were all Aristotle meant, you might think that what he means by ‘good’ came
very near being a moral idea. But it turns out that he includes among ‘excellences’, intellectual excellence, and even that
he thinks that the best and most perfect excellence of which he speaks is a particular kind of intellectual excellence,
which no one would think of calling a moral quality, namely, the sort of excellence which makes a man a good
philosopher. And as for the word which I have translated ‘activity’, the meaning of this can be best brought out by
mentioning the reason which Aristotle himself gives for saying that mere excellence itself is not (as some of the Greeks
had said) the good for man. He says, truly enough, that a man may possess the greatest excellence—he may be a very
excellent man—even when he is asleep, or is doing nothing; and he points out that the possession of excellence when
you are asleep is not a thing that is desirable for its own sake—obviously only for the sake of the effects it may produce
when you wake up. It is not therefore, he thinks, mere mental excellence, but the active exercise of mental excellence—
the state of a man's mind, when he not only possesses excellent faculties, moral or intellectual, but is actively engaged
in using them, which really constitutes the human good.

Now, when Aristotle talks of ‘the good for man’, there is, I think, as my quotation is sufficient to show, a certain
confusion in his mind between what is good for man and what is best for man. What he really holds is that any mental
activity which exhibits
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excellence and is pleasurable is a good; and when he adds that, if there are many excellences, the good must be mental
activity which exhibits the best of them, and that it must last through a sufficiently long life, he only means that this is
necessary if a man is to get the best he can get, not that this is the only good he can get. And the idea which I wish to
insist on is not, therefore, the idea of ‘the human good’, but the more fundamental idea of ‘good’; the idea, with regard
to which he holds that the working of our minds in some excellent fashion is the only good thing that any of us can
possess; and the idea of which ‘better’ is the comparative, when he says that mental activity which exhibits some sorts
of excellence is better than mental activity which exhibits others, though both are good, and that excellent mental
activity continued over a longer time is better than the same continued for a shorter. This idea of what is ‘good’, in the
sense in which Aristotle uses it in these cases, is an idea which we all of us constantly use, and which is certainly an idea
which it is the business of Moral Philosophy to discuss, though it is not a moral idea. The main difficulty with regard to
it is to distinguish it clearly from other senses in which we use the same word. For, when we say that a thing is ‘good’,
or one thing ‘better’ than another, we by no means always mean that it is better in this sense. Often, when we call a
thing good we are not attributing to it any characteristic which it would possess if it existed quite alone, and if nothing
further were to come of it; but are merely saying of it that it is a sort of thing from which other good things do in fact
come, or which is such that, when accompanied by other things, the whole thus formed is ‘good’ in Aristotle's sense,
although, by itself, it is not. Thus a man may be ‘good’, and his character may be ‘good’, and yet neither are ‘good’ in
this fundamental sense, in which goodness is a characteristic which a thing would possess, if it existed quite alone. For,
as Aristotle says, a good man may exist, and may have a good character, even when he is fast asleep; and yet if there
were nothing in the Universe but good men, with good characters, all fast asleep, there would be nothing in it which
was ‘good’ in the fundamental sense with which we are concerned. Thus ‘moral goodness’, in the sense of good
character, as distinguished from the actual working of a good character in various forms of mental activity,
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is certainly not ‘good’ in the sense in which good means ‘good for its own sake’. And even with regard to the actual
exercise of certain forms of moral excellence, it seems to me that in estimating the value of such exercise relatively to
other things, we are apt to take into account, not merely its intrinsic value—the sort of value which it would possess, if
it existed quite alone9—but also its effects: we rate it higher than we should do if we were considering only its intrinsic
value, because we take into account the other good things which we know are apt to flow from it. Certain things which
have intrinsic value are distinguished from others, by the fact that more good consequences are apt to flow from them;
and where this is the case, we are apt, I think, quite unjustly, to think that their intrinsic value must be higher too. One
thing, I think, is clear about intrinsic value—goodness in Aristotle's sense—namely that it is only actual occurrences,
actual states of things over a certain period of time—not such things as men, or characters, or material things, that can
have any intrinsic value at all. But even this is not sufficient to distinguish intrinsic value clearly from other sorts of
goodness: since even in the case of actual occurrences, we often call them good or bad for the sake of their effects or
their promise of effects. Thus we all hope that the state of things in England, as a whole, will really be better some day
than it has been in the past—that there will be progress and improvement: we hope, for instance, that, if we consider
the whole of the lives lived in England during some year in the next century, it may turn out that the state of things, as
a whole, during that year will be really better than it ever has been in any past year. And when we use ‘better’ in this
way—in the sense in which progress or improvement means a change to a better state of things—we are certainly
thinking partly of a state of things which has a greater intrinsic value. And we certainly do not mean by improvement
merely moral improvement. An improvement in moral conditions, other things being equal, may no doubt be a gain in
intrinsic value; but we should certainly hold that, moral conditions being equal, there is yet room for improvement in
other ways—in the diminution of misery and purely physical evils, for example. But in considering the degree of a real
change for the better in intrinsic value, there is certainly danger
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of confusion between the degree in which the actual lives lived are really intrinsically better, and the degree in which
there is improvement merely in the means for living a good life. If we want to estimate rightly what would constitute an
intrinsic improvement in the state of things in our imagined year next century, and whether it would on the whole be
really ‘good’ at all, we have to consider what value it would have if it were to be the last year of life upon this planet; if
the world were going to come to an end, as soon as it was over; and therefore to discount entirely all the promises it
might contain of future goods. This criterion for distinguishing whether the kind of goodness which we are attributing
to anything is really intrinsic value or not, the criterion which consists in considering whether it is a characteristic which
the thing would possess, if it were to have absolutely no further consequences or accompaniments, seems to me to be
one which it is very necessary to apply if we wish to distinguish clearly between different meanings of the word ‘good’.
And it is only the idea of what is good, where by ‘good’ is meant a characteristic which has this mark, that I want now
to consider.10

The two ideas, then, with regard to which I want to raise a question, are first the moral idea of ‘moral obligation’ or
‘duty’, and secondly the non-moral idea of ‘good’ in this special sense.

And the question with regard to them which I want to raise is this. With regard to both ideas many philosophers have
thought and still think—not only think, but seem to be absolutely convinced, that when we apply them to
anything—when we assert of any action that it ought not to have been done, or of any state of things that it was or
would be good or better than another, then it must be the case that all that we are asserting of the thing or things in
question is simply and solely that some person or set of persons actually does have, or has a tendency to have a certain
sort of feeling towards the thing or things in question: that there is absolutely no more in it than this. While others
seem to be convinced, no less strongly, that there is more in it than this: that when we judge that an action is a duty or
is really wrong, we are not merely making a judgement to the effect that some person or set of persons, have, or tend to
have a certain sort of feeling, when they witness or think of such actions, and that similarly when we
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judge that a certain state of things was or would be better than another, we are not merely making a judgement about
the feelings which some person or set of persons would have, in witnessing or thinking of the two states of things, or
in comparing them together. The question at issue between these two views is often expressed in other less clear
forms. It is often expressed as the question whether the ideas of duty and of good or value, are or are not, ‘objective’
ideas: as the problem as to the ‘objectivity’ of duty and intrinsic value. The first set of philosophers would maintain that
the notion of the ‘objectivity’ of duty and of value is a mere chimera; while the second would maintain that these ideas
really are ‘objective’. And others express it as the question whether the ideas of duty and of good are ‘absolute’ or
purely ‘relative’: whether there is any such thing as an absolute duty or an absolute good, or whether good and duty are
purely relative to human feelings and desires. But both these ways of expressing it are, I think, apt to lead to confusion.
And another even less clear way in which it is put is by asking the question: Is the assertion that such and such a thing
is a duty, or has intrinsic value, ever a dictate of reason? But so far as I can gather, the question really at issue, and
expressed in these obscure ways, is the one which I have tried to state. It is the question whether when we judge
(whether truly or falsely) that an action is a duty or a state of things good, all that we are thinking about the action or
the state of things in question, is simply and solely that we ourselves or others have or tend to have a certain feeling
towards it when we contemplate or think of it. And the question seems to me to be of great interest, because, if this is
all, then it is evident that all the ideas with which Moral Philosophy is concerned are merely psychological ideas; and all
moral rules, and statements as to what is intrinsically valuable, merely true or false psychological statements; so that the
whole of Moral Philosophy and Ethics will be merely departments of Psychology. Whereas, if the contrary is the case,
then these two ideas of moral obligation and intrinsic value, will be no more purely psychological ideas than are the
ideas of shape or size or number; and Moral Philosophy will be concerned with characteristics of actions and feelings
and states of affairs, which these actions and feelings and states of affairs
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would or might have possessed, even if human psychology had been quite different from what it is.

Which, then, of these two views is the true one? Are these two ideas merely psychological ideas in the sense which I
have tried to explain, or are they not?

As I have said, I feel some doubts myself whether they are or not: it does not seem to me to be a matter to dogmatize
upon. But I am strongly inclined to think that they are not merely psychological; that Moral Philosophy and Ethics are
not mere departments of Psychology. In favour of the view that the two ideas in question are merely psychological,
there is, so far as I am aware, nothing whatever to be said, except that so many philosophers have been absolutely
convinced that they are. None of them seem to me to have succeeded in bringing forward a single argument in favour
of their view. And against the view that they are, there seem to me to be some quite definite arguments, though I am
not satisfied that any of these arguments are absolutely conclusive. I will try to state briefly and clearly what seem to me
the main arguments against the view that these are merely psychological ideas; although, in doing so, I am faced with a
certain difficulty. For though, as I have said, many philosophers are absolutely convinced, that ‘duty’ and ‘good’ do
merely stand for psychological ideas, they are by no means agreed what the psychological ideas are for which they
stand. Different philosophers have hit on very different ideas as being the ideas for which they stand; and this very fact
that, if they are psychological ideas at all, it is so difficult to agree as to what ideas they are, seems to me in itself to be an
argument against the view that they are so.

Let me take each of the two ideas separately, and try to exhibit the sort of objection there seems to be to the view that
it is merely a psychological idea.

Take first the idea of moral obligation. What purely psychological assertion can I be making about an action, when I
assert that it was ‘wrong’, that it ought not to have been done?

In this case, one view, which is in some ways the most plausible that can be taken, is that in every case I am merely
making an assertion about my own psychology. But what assertion about my own psychology can I be making? Let us
take as an example, the view of
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Prof. Westermarck, which is as plausible a view of this type as any that I know of.11 He holds that what I am judging
when I judge an action to be wrong, is merely that it is of a sort which tends to excite in me a peculiar kind of
feeling—the feeling of moral indignation or disapproval. He does not say that what I am judging is that the action in
question is actually exciting this feeling in me. For it is obviously not true that, when I judge an action to be much more
wrong than another, I am always actually feeling much indignation at the thought of either, or much more indignation
at the thought of the one than at that of the other; and it is inconceivable that I should constantly be making so great a
mistake as to my own psychology, as to think that I am actually feeling great indignation when I am not. But he thinks
it is plausible to say that I am making a judgement as to the tendency of such actions to excite indignation in me; that, for
instance, when I judge that one is much more wrong than the other, I am merely asserting the fact, taught me by my
past experience, that, if I were to witness the two actions, under similar circumstances, I should feel a much more
intense indignation at the one than at the other.56

But there is one very serious objection12 to such a view, which I think that those who take it are apt not fully to realize.
If this view be true, then when I judge an action to be wrong, I am merely making a judgement about my own feelings
towards it; and when you judge it to be wrong, you are merely making a judgement about yours. And hence the word
‘wrong’ in my mouth means something entirely different from what it does in yours; just as the word ‘I’ in my mouth
stands for an entirely different person from what it does in yours—in mine it stands for me, in yours it stands for you.
That is to say when I judge of a given action that it was wrong, and you perhaps of the very same action that it was not,
we are not in fact differing in opinion about it at all; any more than we are differing in opinion if I make the judgement
‘I came
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from Cambridge today’ and you make the judgement ‘I did not come from Cambridge today’. When I say ‘That was
wrong’ I am merely saying ‘That sort of action excites indignation in me, when I see it’; and when you say ‘No; it was
not wrong’ you are merely saying ‘It does not excite indignation in me, when I see it’. And obviously both judgements
may perfectly well be true together; just as my judgement that I did come from Cambridge today and yours that you
did not, may perfectly well be true together. In other words, and this is what I want to insist on, if this view be true,
then there is absolutely no such thing as a difference of opinion upon moral questions. If two persons think they differ
in opinion on a moral question (and it certainly seems as if they sometimes think so), they are always, on this view,
making a mistake, and a mistake so gross that it seems hardly possible that they should make it: a mistake as gross as
that which would be involved in thinking that when you say ‘I did not come from Cambridge today’ you are denying
what I say when I say ‘I did’. And this seems to me to be a very serious objection to the view.13 Don't people, in fact,
sometimes really differ in opinion on a moral question? Certainly all appearances are in favour of the view that they do:
and yet, if they do, that can only be if when I think a thing to be wrong, and you think it not to be wrong, I mean by
‘wrong’ the very same characteristic which you mean, and am thinking that the action possesses this characteristic while
you are thinking it does not. It must be the very same characteristic which we both mean; it cannot be, as this view says
it is, merely that I am thinking that it has to my feelings the very same relation, which you are thinking that it has not
got to yours; since, if this were all, then there would be no difference of opinion between us.

And this view that when we talk of wrong or duty, we are not merely, each of us, making a statement about the relation
of the thing in question to our own feelings, may be reinforced by another consideration. It is commonly believed that
some moral rules exhibit a higher morality than others: that, for instance, a person who believes that it is our duty to do
good to our enemies, has a higher moral belief, than one who believes that he has no such duty, but only a duty to do
good to his friends or
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fellow-countrymen. And Westermarck himself believes that, some moral beliefs, ‘mark a stage of higher refinement in
the evolution of the moral consciousness’.57 But what, on his view can be meant by saying that one moral belief is
higher than another? If A believes that it is his duty to do good to his enemies and B believes that it is not, in what
sense can A's belief be higher than B's? Not, on this view, in the sense that what A believes is true, and what B believes
is not; for what A is believing is merely that the idea of not doing good to your enemies tends to excite in him a feeling
of moral indignation, and what B believes is merely that it does not tend to excite this feeling in him: and both beliefs
may perfectly well be true; it may really be true that the same actions do excite the feeling in A, and that they don't in B.
What then, could Westermarck mean by saying that A's morality is higher than B's? So far as I can see, what, on his
own views, he would have to mean is merely that he himself, Westermarck, shares A's morality and does not share B's:
that it is true of him, as of A, that neglecting to do good to enemies excites his feelings of moral indignation and not
true of him as it is of B, that it does not excite such feelings in him. In short he would have to say that what he means
by calling A's morality the higher is merely ‘A's morality is my morality, and B's is not’. But it seems to me quite clear
that when we say one morality is higher than another, we do not merely mean that it is our own. We are not merely
asserting that it has a certain relation to our own feelings,14 but are asserting, if I may say so, that the person who has it
has a better moral taste than the person who has not. And whether or not this means merely, as I think, that what the
one believes is true, and what the other believes is false, it is at all events inconsistent with the view that in all cases we
are merely making a statement about our own feelings.

For these reasons it seems to me extremely difficult to believe that when we judge things to be wrong, each of us is
merely making a judgement about his own psychology.15 But if not about our own, then about whose? I have already
said that the view
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that, if the judgement is merely a psychological one at all, it is a judgement about our own psychology, is in some ways
more plausible than any other view. And I think we can now see that any other view is not plausible. The alternatives
are that I should be making a judgement about the psychology of all mankind, or about that of some particular section
of it. And that the first alternative is not true, is, I think, evident from the fact that, when I judge an action to be wrong,
I may emphatically not believe that it is true of all mankind that they would regard it with feelings of moral disapproval.
I may know perfectly well that some would not. Most philosophers, therefore, have not ventured to say that this is the
judgement I am making; they say, for instance, that I am making a judgement about the feelings of the particular
society to which I belong—about, for instance, the feelings of an impartial spectator in that society. But, if this view be
taken, it is open to the same objections as the view that I am merely making a judgement about my own feelings. If we
could say that every man, when he judges a thing to be wrong, was making a statement about the feelings of all
mankind, then when A says ‘This is wrong’ and B says ‘No, it isn't’, they would really be differing in opinion, since A
would be saying that all mankind feel in a certain way towards the action, and B would be saying that they don't. But if
A is referring merely to his society and B to his, and their societies are different, then obviously they are not differing in
opinion at all: it may perfectly well be true both that an impartial spectator in A's society does have a certain sort of
feeling towards actions of the sort in question, and that an impartial spectator in B's does not. This view, therefore,
implies that it is impossible for two men belonging to different societies ever to differ in opinion on a moral question.
And this is a view which I find it almost as hard to accept as the view that no two men ever differ in opinion on one.

For these reasons I think there are serious objections to the view that the idea of moral obligation is merely a
psychological idea.

But now let us briefly consider the idea of ‘good’, in Aristotle's sense, or intrinsic value.

As regards this idea, there is again a difference of opinion among those who hold that it is a psychological idea, as to
what
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idea it is. The majority seem to hold that it is to be defined, somehow, in terms of desire; while others have held that
what we are judging when we judge that one state of things is or would be intrinsically better than another, is rather
that the belief that the one was going to be realized would, under certain circumstances, give more pleasure to some
man or set of men, than the belief that the other was. But the same objections seem to me to apply whichever of these
two views be taken.

Let us take desire. About whose desires am I making a judgement, when I judge that one state of things would be
better than another?

Here again, it may be said, first of all, that I am merely making a judgement about my own. But in this case the view
that my judgement is merely about my own psychology is, I think, exposed to an obvious objection to which
Westermarck's view that my judgements of moral obligation are about my own psychology was not exposed. The
obvious objection is that it is evidently not true that I do in fact always desire more, what I judge to be better: I may
judge one state of things to be better than another, even when I know perfectly well not only that I don't desire it more,
but that I have no tendency to do so. It is a notorious fact that men's strongest desires are, as a rule, for things in which
they themselves have some personal concern; and yet the fact that this is so, and that they know it to be so, does not
prevent them from judging that changes, which would not affect them personally, would constitute a very much greater
improvement in the world's condition, than changes which would. For this reason alone the view that when I judge
one state of things to be better than another I am merely making a judgement about my own psychology, must, I think,
be given up: it is incredible that we should all be making such mistakes about our feelings, as, on this view, we should
constantly be doing. And there is, of course, besides, the same objection, as applied in the case of moral obligation:
namely that, if this view were true, no two men could ever differ in opinion as to which of two states was the better,
whereas it appears that they certainly sometimes do differ in opinion on such an issue.
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My judgement, then, is not merely a judgement about my own psychology: but, if so, about whose psychology is it a
judgement? It cannot be a judgement that all men desire the one state more than the other; because that would include
the judgement that I myself do so, which, as we have seen, I often know to be false, even while I judge that the one
state really is better. And it cannot, I think, be a judgement merely about the feelings or desires of an impartial
spectator in my own society; since that would involve the paradox that men belonging to different societies could never
differ in opinion as to what was better. But we have here to consider an alternative, which did not arise in the case of
moral obligation. It is a notorious fact that the satisfaction of some of our desires is incompatible with the satisfaction
of others, and the satisfaction of those of some men with the satisfaction of those of others. And this fact has
suggested to some philosophers that what we mean by saying that one state of things would be better than another, is
merely that it is a state in which more of the desires, of those who were in it, would be satisfied at once, than would be
the case with the other.16 But to this view the fundamental objection seems to me to be that whether the one state was
better than the other would depend not merely upon the number of desires that were simultaneously satisfied in it, but
upon what the desires were desires for. I can imagine a state of things in which all desires were satisfied, and yet can
judge of it that it would not be so good as another in which some were left unsatisfied. And for this reason I cannot
assent to the view that my judgement, that one state of things is better than another is merely a judgement about the
psychology of the people concerned in it.

This is why I find it hard to believe that either the idea of moral obligation or the idea of intrinsic value is merely a
psychological idea. It seems to me that Moral Philosophy cannot be merely a department of Psychology. But no doubt
there may be arguments on the other side to which I have not done justice.
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EDITOR'S NOTES

ETHICS

Chapter 1: Utilitarianism
1. Throughout the twentieth century, many Anglo-American philosophers inclined to the view that philosophers, qua

philosophers, can have nothing special to say about particular moral rules or about specific goods and bads.
During the heyday of noncognitivism, this tendency grew more pronounced, but in recent decades the situation
has changed. Although the general and fundamental questions that Moore goes on to identify in this paragraph
continue to absorb them, moral philosophers have lost their earlier reticence about examining and debating
concrete moral issues and practical moral problems, and philosophical work in applied ethics now flourishes.

2. As the title of this chapter and the next imply, the theory in question is utilitarianism although Moore avoids calling
it by name. See p. 38.

3. See Chapter 6, ‘Free Will’.
4. In response to a criticism of A. Campbell Garnett, Moore later conceded that it was a ‘gross departure from

ordinary usage’ to maintain that the requirement stated in the text is a ‘sufficient condition’ for calling an action
‘voluntary’. This is because by calling an action voluntary, we commonly imply, also, that the ‘agent could have
chosen not to do it’. But this, Moore adds, is ‘only a point about the correct usage of a word’. See Paul Arthur
Schilpp (ed.), The Philosophy of G. E. Moore, 3rd edn. (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court, 1968), 180, 623–4. Note, though,
that in the next paragraph of Ethics, Moore grants that his way of using ‘voluntary’ might depart from common
usage.

5. Discussion of the first part of the utilitarian theory (summarized at p. 17) takes up the remainder of the present
chapter.

6. Moore is using ‘cause’ in a broad, rather loose sense here because we don't usually consider ‘absolutely all’ of the
effects that flow from an action, ‘however remote and indirect’ (p. 11), to have been caused by it. For example, it
would be odd to describe my act of procreation as having caused the pain my child suffers as an adult when, say,
she



divorces her husband, even though this pain is a remote effect of my having fathered her.
7. Jeremy Bentham, usually considered the true founder of utilitarianism and, certainly, its first systematic expositor,

stressed that the theory takes into account the pain and suffering of animals. This was a revolutionary position at
the time. See Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, chapter 18, § 1.iv.

8. Marcus G. Singer argues that the idea that an action may be productive of good and still be wrong was foreign to
Bentham and Mill, and he credits Moore with having modified traditional utilitarianism in this respect (though
Singer thinks that Sidgwick influenced Moore's thinking on this point). See Singer, ‘Actual Consequence
Utilitarianism’, Mind, 86 341 (Jan. 1977), 67–9; Henry Sidgwick, The Methods of Ethics (New York: Dover, 1966),
411; and William H. Shaw, Contemporary Ethics: Taking Account of Utilitarianism (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 8–10.

9. Though two actions might produce precisely equal amounts of pleasure, this possibility seems unlikely when one
considers the ‘immense number of indirect and remote consequences’ that an action can have (p. 123). Moore's
point is not merely theoretical, however, but has practical importance. This is because it will often be the case that
no one can discern which of two actions produces more pleasure and thus that, as far as anyone can tell, they
produce the same amount. In these cases, then, it will be true, at least in an epistemological sense, that ‘no single
one of the actions open to the agent can be distinguished as the right one to do’ (p. 14).

10. Adopting terminology from Kant, some philosophers refer to the duty to do one specific action as a ‘perfect’ duty
and the obligation to perform one from a set of possible actions, when it doesn't matter which we choose as long
as we choose one of them, as an ‘imperfect’ duty.

11. It's not obvious what Moore means by the ‘two other parts’. The next chapter discusses only what it calls the
theory's ‘second part’. At p. 26, this second part is presented as involving two distinct steps, which may be what
Moore has in mind here. Later, however, the second part is said to lay down three principles (p. 32) while Moore's
final statement of the second part does not subdivide it. There the first part of the theory is said to answer one
question; the second part a distinct question (pp. 37–8).
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Chapter 2: Utilitarianism (concluded)
1. For more on ‘possible’ actions, see Principia Ethica, § 92.
2. John Stuart Mill took this line, famously urging that utilitarians should not focus only on quantity of pleasure (as

Bentham did), but should also take into account the qualitative superiority of some pleasures over others. See his
Utilitarianism, chapter 2, ‘What Utilitarianism Is’, paras. 4–8. In this paragraph, Moore goes on, in effect, to imagine
a Benthamite responding to Mill that qualitatively higher pleasures always do, in fact, produce a greater quantity of
pleasure.

3. In this paragraph and the next, Moore is critiquing, implicitly but not very subtly, the hedonistic value thesis to
which classical utilitarianism is committed. Later, at pp. 122–4, he mounts an explicit attack on it.

4. In Principia Ethica, Moore held that these two propositions are identical in the sense that they express exactly the
same idea, but he backs away from that claim here. See ‘Editor's Introduction’, pp. xxiii–xxiv.

5. See p. 11.
6. After writing Ethics, Moore continued to wrestle with the question how best to define intrinsic value. See ‘Is

Goodness a Quality?’ in his Philosophical Papers (New York: Collier, 1962), 93–5, and ‘A Reply to My Critics’, in
Schilpp (ed.), The Philosophy of G. E. Moore, 557, 600. (See also the discussion of intrinsic value in ‘The Nature of
Moral Philosophy’, 145–9.)
It is slightly misleading, by the way, for Moore to write ‘even if ’ rather than ‘if ’ in this passage (and in similar
passages elsewhere in Ethics, but not, however, in ‘Moral Philosophy’). To say that something would be good ‘even
if ’ it existed alone suggests that the thing is good when it does not exist alone. But this need not be the case. As
Moore goes on to point out, something that is intrinsically good may fail to be good on balance because its effects
are bad (pp. 35, 130–1).

7. It is difficult to see how an action can literally have ‘absolutely no effects at all’ as opposed to having no non-trivial
effects or no discernible effects since, at the very least, any physical action rearranges molecules of air. Putting this
point aside, however, for Moore's statement to hold true not just for utilitarianism, but also for his own
nonhedonistic moral theory, one would have to substitute the phrase ‘performing no action at all’ for the phrase
‘an action

EDITOR'S NOTES 161



which would have absolutely no effects at all’. This is because Moore's theory allows that, in addition to the value
of their effects, actions themselves can sometimes have intrinsic value, whereas utilitarianism holds that they
cannot because actions ‘do not contain either pleasure or pain’ (p. 34). See e.g. Principia Ethica, § 17, and ‘Reply to
My Critics’, 560 (quoted below at n. 1 to Ch. 5).

8. On the different senses of ‘good’, see pp. 130–1.
9. Moore seems excessively cautious here. After all, he has provided (what most contemporary philosophers would

judge to be) the canonical formulation of classical, hedonistic act utilitarianism. Moreover, after having spelled out
this theory so precisely, it would hardly be misleading for him to stipulate, as he certainly seems entitled to do, that
this is what he shall take ‘utilitarianism’ to mean.

Chapter 3: The Objectivity of Moral Judgements
1. To be more precise, the theory asserts that a voluntary action is right if and only if it maximizes pleasure (not just only

if) and that it is wrong if and only if it fails to do so (not just only if ). Moore makes this explicit later when he
distinguishes ‘our principle so far as it asserts that no action can be right, unless it produces the best possible
consequences’ from ‘that part of it which asserts that every action which does produce them is right’ (p. 94).

2. Presentation of the first view begins with the next paragraph. Moore distinguishes three variants of it. The
paragraph after the next (‘To begin with …’) presents the first of these; p. 54 states the other two. Presentation of
the second view begins at p. 60 (‘This second theory …’); it, too, comes in three different forms.

3. In his essay, ‘The Nature of Moral Philosophy’Moore writes, ‘there is, so far as I am aware, nothing whatever to be
said’ in favor of the view in question except that many philosophers have believed it. ‘None of them seem to me,’
he continues, ‘to have succeeded in bringing forward a single argument in favour of their view’ (p. 151).

4. ‘The Nature of Moral Philosophy’ contends that the very fact that different philosophers take different views
about what the relevant feelings are is itself an argument against the view that moral judgments are judgments
about feelings (p. 151).

5. In ‘Moral Philosophy’ Moore supplements this argument with a second one (pp. 153–4).
6. Moore reiterates this point in ‘Moral Philosophy’; see pp. 150–1, and 157.
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Chapter 4: The Objectivity of Moral Judgements (concluded)
1. Moore explicates this principle in a different way at p. 88.
2. The theory implies this. However, in order for Y to be necessarily right if X is right (and necessarily wrong if X is

wrong), the theory doesn't require that the effects of Y be ‘precisely similar’ to the effects of X across the board (or
that the effects of alternative actions be ‘precisely similar’ in all respects). It requires only that the effects in
question be precisely similar with respect to their intrinsic value.

3. Thomas Baldwin (G. E. Moore [London: Routledge, 1990], 98) points to this paragraph as evidence of Moore's
commitment to the ‘supervenience’ of the ethical on the nonethical. Supervenience is the thesis that two situations
can differ ethically only if there is some nonethical difference between them that accounts for the ethical difference.
Although it is sometimes attributed to him, Moore didn't use the term himself.

4. At p. 80.
5. The first fundamental principle is that an action cannot be both right and wrong. Moore restates the two principles

at p. 117.
6. This contention is indeed contrary to fact. However, a defender of the theory Moore is criticizing might rejoin that

a person can learn to use the words right and wrong in conventionally appropriate ways, taking the lead from what
others say, without having an account of what those words really mean. Moral language might thus presuppose the
existence of God (or some other nonhuman entity) even if not every user of moral language grasps this fact or
believes in God. Alternatively, a defender of the theory might retreat slightly and reinterpret his theory as
advancing a substantive, nondefinitional account of what makes right actions right, rather than a claim about what
‘right’ means or about language usage. The defender would then, of course, be obliged to try to establish the
superiority of that account over rival theories of right and wrong.

7. Note, though, that those who accept the ontological argument for the existence of God will not grant the
possibility of His nonexistence.

8. Moore's point supplements what is now the standard textbook criticism of the divine command theory. This is the
criticism, which harks back to Plato's Euthyphro, that if God's commands determine what is right or wrong, then it
becomes incoherent to say (as many believers are inclined to say) that God commands us to do X because X is
right (and God wants us to behave accordingly) or forbids us to do Y because it is wrong (and God wants us not to
do it). It makes no
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sense to say these things because the divine command theory states that there is no standard of right and wrong
prior to, or independent of, God's commanding us to act one way or the other.

9. Moore was probably thinking of Mill's argument in Utilitarianism, chapter 4, ‘Of What Sort of Proof the Principle
of Utility is Susceptible’. See also Moore, Principia Ethica, §§ 40–1.

10. Moore surely exaggerates. It is doubtful that general questions of meaning can be ‘absolutely’ settled based on ‘a
single case’ of what a particular person happens to believe or not believe.

11. In the journalMind an early reviewer identifies this as ‘the central passage of the book’ and proceeds to object it on
several grounds. The gist of his objections is that Moore has not proved, but simply assumed, that something can
be intrinsically good apart from all feelings or attitudes toward it. See Harold P. Cooke, ‘Critical Notice: Ethics. By
G. E. Moore’, Mind, 22/88 (Oct. 1913), 555.

12. Moore's syntax here clouds his meaning. But as the paragraph goes on, his point becomes clear.

Chapter 5: Results the Test of Right and Wrong
1. Commenting on this passage, Moore later wrote:

When in Ethics (pp. 88, 108) I defended the view that the question whether an action is right or wrong always depends upon its total
consequences, I was, I am afraid, not distinguishing between the two views (1) that, in doing a given action, I shall have done my duty, if and
only if the total consequences of the action subsequent to its occurrence are intrinsically better than those of any other action I could have done
instead, and (2) that, in doing a given action, I shall have done my duty, if and only if the world is intrinsically better, owing to my having done
that action, than it would have been if I had done anything else that I could have done instead. (‘Reply to My Critics’, 560)

For Moore both an action's subsequent effects and its immediate goodness or badness (if any) matter morally. At
Principia Ethica, § 17, for instance, he writes that an action is the best thing to do if and only if ‘it together with its
consequences presents a greater sum of intrinsic value than any possible alternative’.

2. On this point, see also Principia Ethica, § 101.
3. See p. 41.
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4. One might give up the view that certain moral rules ought absolutely always to be obeyed on the grounds that, in
unusual circumstances, following the rules could conceivably have very bad results, and yet continue to believe
‘that it is or may be sometimes our duty to do actions which will not have the best possible consequences’ (p. 90).
Here and in the next paragraph, Moore seems to assume that the only theoretical alternatives are consequentialism
and an extreme ‘whatever the consequences’ form of nonconsequentialism, overlooking altogether the possibility
of more moderate forms of nonconsequentialism towards which many contemporary philosophers lean. See
‘Editor's Introduction’, pp. xxvi–xxvii.

5. Moore's position here raises an intriguing question. As pointed out in n. 1 above, rightness and wrongness turn for
him, not on an action's subsequent consequences alone, but rather on whether performing the action makes the
world intrinsically better than anything else the agent could have done. But if so, how can Moore refuse ever to
consider an agent's motives when assessing the rightness or wrongness of an action? Suppose that because Jane
acts from an intrinsically good motive, the resulting state of affairs is better than it would have been had she acted
from some other motive. From this supposition it would seem to follow that the right course of action is for Jane
to act from this particular motive (insofar, of course, as this is within her power).

Chapter 6: Free Will
1. On this point, see also p. 13.
2. After quoting (1) in his ‘Reply to My Critics’, Moore writes, ‘I now think it was a mistake not to be sure of this’. He

continues:

In Ethics I thought that the mere fact that another action, which the agent would have done if he had chosen, would have had better total results
than the action which he actually did do, was perhaps sufficient to entitle us to say that the action which he did do was morally wrong. I now
think it is certainly not sufficient; and that one reason why it is not is that a necessary condition for its being true that his action was morally wrong
is, that he should have been able to choose some other action instead. If he could not have chosen any other action than the one he did choose,
then his action cannot have been morally wrong. I think now that this is certainly true, for some sense of ‘could have chosen.’ (p. 624)
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3. In his valuable study, Tom Regan draws a vivid, imaginative portrait of Moore laboring over this paragraph. He
sees Moore's effort to unravel the various meanings of ‘could’ as illustrating the increasing preoccupation with
technical, purely analytical questions, which was to characterize his philosophical career in the years to come. See
Regan, Bloomsbury's Prophet: G. E. Moore and the Development of his Moral Philosophy (Philadelphia: Temple University
Press, 1986), 10–11.

4. This sentence is a little confusing. Moore appears to be referring back to the phrase ‘nothing can happen, except
what will happen’. Interpolating those words into the present sentence makes his meaning clearer: ‘And this
conclusion will really follow if by “can” [in the phrase “nothing can happen, except what will happen”] we mean
“would happen, even if we were to will it”’.

5. This sentence, too, is less than perspicuous. It implicitly harks back to the beginning of the previous sentence.
Inserting the pertinent words from there into the present sentence should make its meaning intelligible: ‘And this
conclusion, again, will really follow if by “could not” [in the statement “the man who committed the crime could
not … have helped committing it”] we mean “would not, even if he had willed to avoid it”’.

6. In his ‘Reply to My Critics’, Moore later wrote:

In my Ethics I said I was very puzzled as to what the sense is in which, sometimes, we certainly could have made a different choice; and made
some suggestions as to what the sense might be,—suggestions which I did not pretend to think at all certainly true …. I am not at all satisfied
with the suggestions I made in answer to this question in Ethics—even less satisfied now than I was then, and I was not at all satisfied then;
and there is nothing I should like better than a clear answer to this question. (p. 626)

Chapter 7: Intrinsic Value
1. See Chapter 5, pp. 90–101.
2. This represents a shift from Principia Ethica, § 59, where Moore notoriously argued against egoism on the grounds

that it is self-contradictory. See William H. Shaw, Moore on Right and Wrong: The Normative Ethics of G. E. Moore
(Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1995), 77–81.

3. See pp. 11, 30.
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4. Michael J. Zimmerman finds this passage incoherent because (he argues) it is impossible that there should be ‘a
world in which absolutely nothing except pleasure existed’. Accordingly, he follows Noah M. Lemos in using a
version of the isolation method that differs slightly from Moore's to explicate the concept of intrinsic value. See
Zimmerman, The Nature of Intrinsic Value (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2001), 132, and Lemos, Intrinsic
Value: Concept and Warrant (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 10.

5. Moore does not explicitly distinguish between two different objections to the thesis that intrinsic value is always in
proportion to quantity of pleasure. One is ‘that by adding such things as knowledge or a sense of beauty to a world
which contained a certain amount of pleasure, without adding any more pleasure, we could increase the intrinsic
value of that world’ (p. 126). A second, distinct objection is that certain pleasures (that of a sadist, for example,
when tormenting his victim) are intrinsically bad or (like a drunkard's pleasure in breaking crockery) worthless.

6. Moore never quite endorses this view himself; see pp. 86, 129.
7. Principia Ethica refers to this principle as the ‘principle of organic relations’ or the ‘principle of organic unities’.
8. This contrasts with Principia Ethica, where Moore maintains that the mere existence of beauty has some intrinsic

value even if no human being is ever aware of it (§ 50, § 113).
9. What Moore calls ‘intrinsic value’ is sometimes referred to as ‘non-instrumental value’, ‘objective value’, or the

value that a thing has ‘in itself ’ or ‘for its own sake’. The second form of value he distinguishes here is sometimes
called ‘constitutive value’, and the third form ‘extrinsic value’, ‘instrumental value’, or value ‘as a means’. But care
must be taken with all these terms because different philosophers often use them in subtly different ways.

Note on Books
1. Henry Sidgwick (1838–1900) was the last of the great nineteenth-century utilitarians and a teacher of Moore's at

Cambridge. In his autobiography, Moore writes that as a student he didn't gain much from personal contact with
Sidgwick. But, he continues, ‘from his published works, especially, of course, his Methods of Ethics, I have gained a
good deal, and his clarity and belief in Common Sense were very sympathetic to me’. See ‘An Autobiography’, in
Schilpp (ed.),
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The Philosophy of G. E. Moore, 16. The Cambridge University Library contains essays that Moore wrote as an
undergraduate for Sidgwick, with the latter's marginal comments on them.

2. Historian, philosopher, and theologian, Hasting Rashdall (1858–1924) taught at Oxford for many years. Moore
criticized Rashdall's book harshly in a review in the Hibbert Journal, 6 (1907–8), 446–51.

THE NATURE OF MORAL PHILOSOPHY
1. As the essay eventually makes clear, Moore is referring here to the ideas of moral obligation and intrinsic value.

(The former, he goes on to say, is a moral idea, the latter is not.) The question, alluded to in the previous
paragraph, that Moore wants to ask about these two ideas is whether they are merely psychological in the sense of
referring only to people's attitudes.

2. This would seem to be the utilitarian view, as explained at Ethics, 16.
3. What Moore says here about moral teachers contrasts appositely with what he says about ethical philosophers at

Ethics, 1.
4. On interpreting the Tenth Commandment (and Luke 6: 27, which Moore mentions at p. 143), see E. Jordan,

‘Review of Philosophical Studies by G. E. Moore’, Philosophical Review, 33/1 (Jan. 1924), 97.
5. Recall that in Ethics Moore explicitly concerns himself only with the rightness or wrongness of voluntary actions.
6. Compare Ethics, 103.
7. This paragraph's exposition of Aristotle is based on his Nichomachean Ethics, in particular, Book I, chapters 5 and 7.
8. What Moore translates as ‘mental activity’ is more commonly rendered as ‘activity of the soul’.
9. Commenting on this passage, John Laird wrote, ‘If I were to say that “life is worth living” I should not mean, I

think, that it is worth living “quite alone.” … I should mean, I think, that it is worth living in its relationships’. But
this is not a very telling criticism of Moore's notion of intrinsic value. After all, it could well be the case (as Moore
himself undoubtedly believed) that bare existence—that is, life shorn of its relationships—has little intrinsic value.
See John Laird, ‘Critical Notice: Philosophical Studies. By G. E. Moore’, Mind, 32/125 (Jan. 1923), 92.

10. Moore's discussion of intrinsic value in this long paragraph follows the account given in Ethics; see, in particular,
pp. 32, 83, and 130–1.
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11. A Finnish sociologist and anthropologist, Edward Alexander Wester-marck (1862–1939) lectured for many years
at the University of London. In his influential two-volume work The Origin and Development of the Moral Ideas
(London: Macmillan, 1906–8) and elsewhere, he espoused a subjectivist theory of ethics, which he supported with
detailed surveys of the wide-ranging moral attitudes and practices of different human societies. There are, in his
view, no moral truths; rather, ethical principles lack objective validity, and moral judgments are simply based on
emotions. In a later work, Ethical Relativity (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1932), Westermarck mounted a
sustained philosophical (as opposed to anthropological) defense of his ethical subjectivism.

12. In Ethics Moore describes this objection as ‘absolutely fatal’ (p. 50).
13. For Westermarck's response to this passage, see his Ethical Relativity, 143–4.
14. In Ethical Relativity, Westermarck rejoined to Moore's criticism: ‘I have no doubt that this is the case with most

people's judgments, but this does not disprove my view that their assumed objectivity is an illusion’ (p. 146).
15. Surprisingly, Moore neglects to make the point that the theory he is criticizing implies that an action can be both

right and wrong either at the same time or at different times. It is because the theory has this untoward implication
that Moore attacks it in Chapter 3 of Ethics.

16. Later in the twentieth century, many utilitarians gravitated toward a position like this, holding that the utilitarian
goal should be to maximize, not pleasure or happiness, but rather the satisfaction of people's desires or
preferences.

EDITOR'S NOTES 169



This page intentionally left blank 



Index

actions ; class of 40–1, 68, 71, 90–2; human 5; not both right
and wrong 16, 41–3, 67, 117; particular 40–1, 71, 92;
possible 19–20, 102–3, 114, 118; right 14–15; voluntary
4–6, 12, 16, 103; will and 5, 140, 143; wrong 16

actual consequences 99–101
adultery 41
animals 7
anthropology 66
approval ; ambiguity of 60; feeling of 44–8
Aristotle 132, 145–8, 155
assertion 63
attitude ; as basis of good 80–7; as basis of right 79, 88, 116
authority 75–6
bad ; intrinsically 31, 33, 34, 116, 127; three senses of 130–1
beauty 123
belief 62
better ; ambiguity of 31; intrinsically 28, 32, 33, 147
blame 97–8, 100, 101, 111, 112
can 103, 115, 121
causality 108–10, 111, 113, 115
character 135, 147
Christ 143
class of actions 40–1, 68, 71, 90–2
commands 74–9
consciousness 129
consequences ; actual vs. probable 99–101, 102, 117; best

possible 102; uncertainty of 99, 123
could ; ambiguity of 109–10; meaning of 12, 103, 112,

113–14, 115, 118
crime and disease 111–12
criterion of right 20, 21, 34, 122, 123
desire ; good and 81–2, 84–5, 156–7; pleasure and 26, 82
disease and crime 111–12
duty 6, 13, 14–15, 16, 89, 120–1, 136–7; to choose better

outcome 28, 87, 128; expediency and 89–90; feelings
and 149–55; objectivity of 150

egoism 118–21
Eighth Commandment 141
equivalent propositions 29–30
ethical rules , see moral rules
ethical truth 27
ethics ; disagreement in 1, 2; fundamental questions of 1–3;

nature of 66; psychology and 66, 150–1, 157; tasks of
129; see also moral philosophy

evil 1, 36, 135
excellence 146
expediency 89–90

expression and meaning 63–4
fatalism 111
feelings ; duty and 149–55; good and 86, 129–30, 149–51,



172 INDEX

155–7; intrinsic value and 86, 129–30; moral judgement
and 43–52, 60; right and 43–57, 65, 71–3, 149–55; will
and 140, 143

Fifth Commandment 138
forbid 74
free will 102–15; controversy over 103, 109; meaning of

105–6, 113
future consequences, uncertainty of 99, 123
God 7, 77, 78, 79
good ; ambiguity of 34, 81–3; Aristotle's view of 145–8, 155;

character 147; desire and 81–2, 84–5, 156–7; different
senses of 86, 130–1, 147–9; effects 34, 130; feelings and
86, 129–30, 149–51, 155–7; for its own sake 36–7, 83,
145; for man 145–6; general vs. personal 119–21;
human 145, 147; in itself 145; intrinsically 31–7, 83–6,
116, 125, 129–31; mental attitude and 80–7; physical vs.
moral 135; pleasure and 86, 125–6, 156; right and 32–3,
34, 88, 117; as subjective predicate 117; things that are 1,
129; ultimately 36–7

Green, T. H. 132
higher pleasures 23–4, 25
human actions 5
human good 145, 147
human will, law and 76
Hume 132
ideal rules 142–5
impartial spectator 155, 157
improvement, different senses of 148–9
indifferent, intrinsically 31, 32, 127
intrinsic bad 31, 33, 34, 116, 127; motives and 96
intrinsic good 31–7, 83–6, 116, 125, 129–31; as complex

whole 129; feelings and 86, 129–30, 149–51, 155–7;
motives and 96

intrinsic value 30, 35, 83, 116–31, 148; characteristic of 129;
mental attitudes and 116; not based on single factor 128;
pleasure and 86, 121–6, 128–9; as subjective predicate
117; variety of 129; wholes and parts in 126–8

intrinsically better 28, 32, 33, 147
intrinsically indifferent 31, 32, 127
intrinsically worse 32
Jews 144
justice 91, 92, 93
Kant 132, 140
King Lear 124
knowledge ; opinion and 63–5; value of 123, 128
law 75–6, 136
laws of nature 70
legal obligation 136
love 123, 128, 143, 144
mankind, feelings of 71–3, 155
mathematics 2
maximum, of pleasure 10, 17, 20–7, 39, 40, 72

meaning and expression 63–4
mental activity 146



INDEX 173

mental attitude ; as basis of good 80–7; as basis of right 79,
88, 116

Mill, John Stuart 132
moral approval 44–5
moral disapproval 44–5
moral evil 135
moral good 135
moral judgements ; different kinds of 96–8; objectivity of

39–67, 68–87; origin of 58–9
moral law 75
moral obligation 136–7; different senses of 138, 145;

psychology and 151–5
moral objectivity 39–67, 68–87, 150
moral opinion ; differences of 47–8, 50–1, 55, 81, 152–3, 155,

156; feelings and 47, 50, 51, 60; knowledge and 63–5;
right and 60–1

moral philosophy ; meaning of 135–6; nature of 135–57;
psychology and 150–1, 157; see also ethics

moral rules 1, 138; of duty 142–4; exceptions to 90–1, 92–3;
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right
motives 94–8, 117
murder 22, 40, 41, 75, 91, 92
natural science 2
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Plato 132
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quantity of 7–11, 121–8

positive rules 138–9
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praise 97–8, 100, 111
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psychology 66, 150
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results, as test of right and wrong 41, 68, 70, 81, 88–101
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rules , see moral rules
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Ten Commandments 75, 138, 139, 144
Tenth Commandment 139
theft 141–2
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ultimate questions, as incapable of proof 43
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