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INTRODUCTION

I shall first of all try to statc as clearly as I can the scope and objec-
tives of this work. An enquiry is limited by the questions that
onc sclects for consideration out of the many that may be asked
on the problem at hand; and it is important for us to note
what precisely are the questions to which answers are being
sought.

Somc of the important issucs discussed in moral philosophy in
recent years arc the following: (a) Is a philosophical treatment of
Ethics at all possible or is it metaphysical in the derogatory scnse
of the term: (b) Are philosophical questions in morals questions
of language or are there genuine moral questions of a non-
linguistic character? () Is Ethics a theoretical study concerned
with the knowledge of objective facts or is it concerned merely
with our attitudes, decisions and commands and consequently is
not a matter of knowledge at allz (d) If we admit that there are
facts to be theoretically approached in Ethics, how do we come
to know them—can we say we know them by intuition? (¢) Has
reason a place in Ethics? If it has, how far can it go? (f) Can we
claim that a moral principle like ‘the truth ought to be told’ is
sclf-evident, arguing at the same time that the nature of moral
rcasoning is deductive? For this would mean that we must speak
the truth whenever the question of speaking the truth or other-
wise is relevant. And this contradicts our conviction that there
may arise situations in which it will be morally better not to tell
the truth. It is with these questions that this enquiry is concerned.

To foretell the general line that my attempt to answer these
questions will take. I believe that general moral concepts like
‘ought’, ‘good’ and ‘right’ embody conceptions of standards in
accordance with which particular moral judgments proceed (or
they ought to proceed) and these may in some sense become
objects of theoretical understanding and knowledge—and hence
to be treated as facts in some context of a moral nature—in an
ethical enquiry that is philosophical in character. Preliminary to

II



12 Introduction

developing my position as to what these concepts stand for, I
shall examine some of the theories which suggest that the function
of ethical philosophy is somecthing quite other than what tra-
ditional philosophers belicved it to be, namely to ask questions
like “What is good2’ and “What is justicc:’ I do not think that the
traditional questions were entircly on the wrong track (I do not
say this is the only type of philosophical questions that one may
ask in Ethics), although I would say that traditional philosophers
did not always make clear the contexts of their enquirics which
determined the questions they asked, nor did they always state
the questions in unambiguous language. And this perhaps helps
to create confusions as to what they were doing.

My enquiry in its positive aspect is analytic, its object being to
clarify the implications of conceptions which we usc when we
evaluate aspects of our experience from a distinctive point of view,
namecly that of morality. (It thercfore takes the legitimacy of the
moral point of view for granted.) What I have said so far may
suggest that moral terms have a precisc significance in usage
which they clearly have not; indeed, usage allows the applica-
tion of these terms in more than one way. Nevertheless, I believe
that these terms have some sort of an identifiable reference
where they arc used consistently within a characteristic way of look-
ing at things, which, it is important to note, is believed to be an
impersonal way. It will be one of my tasks here to expound what
this characteristic point of view is.

It will perhaps be better—to avoid possible misunderstandings
—to emphasize at the outset that I do not advocate that our par-
ticular moral judgments about our duties in specific situations
of life, about a person’s character or conduct, about an existing
state of affairs and so on, are of the nature of empirically verifiable
statements or that it is possible for us to obtain infallible par-
ticular judgments in such matters. Again, even though I have
talked about standards of moral judgments, these standards are
not of the nature of tests, as the term ‘test’ will be understood in
a scientific context, by applying which particular judgments may
immediately be labelled as true or false. Rather, I believe that the
immense complexity of human nature and situations, relations
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and states of affairs—issues which we judge morally—renders the
vast majority of our particular moral judgments only more or
less probable. I shall no doubt use in this enquiry the terms
‘intuition’ and ‘self-evident’, but it is only general moral standards
which are intuitively grasped to be self-evident, and not par-
ticular moral judgments which deal with specific issues of a
particular character. I quite realize that what worries people is
the variety of moral opinions and judgments, often on the same
issue, and they turn to philosophy in the hope of obtaining a
sort of yardstick by which to measure their validity. No such
thing, however, can be got out of the philosophical bag and
people (strangely enough, some philosophers too) are apt to lose
interest in a book of Ethics which tells them that even though
terms like ‘objectivity’, ‘validity’ and ‘knowledge’ are applicable
in the moral sphere, we have no ready-made test by which the
claim of a partcular moral judgment to be tenable may be
decided. I am afraid this book has little to offer people who would
like a book of Ethics to take over the very difficult task of having
to make moral decisions from their hands by settling their moral
conflicts and disputes automatically in terms of set formulas.

A book of this kind can only help to clear some of the confusions
and misunderstandings that stand in the way of a rational use of
moral concepts. Any contribution it makes towards solving

practical moral problems can thus only be very indirect, although

it is true that an enquiry into general concepts is initiated through

difficulties and confusions that are felt in practical contexts. When

all is said and done, the responsibility for thinking out moral

solutions—whenever such solutions are to be found—lies with

the moral agent. So does the responsibility to decide to act in a

particular way in a complex situation. Yet a clearer understand-

ing of ethical concepts—their use or what they stand for—may

help one in one’s deliberation by giving it a certain direction.

This may not be much in a world where problems of ever-

increasing complexity are continually being pushed forward in

our way. Yet for one who is really confused as to what to make

of moral questions in the face of conflicting opinions about the

nature of morals, this sort of enquiry might be of some use.
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The complexity of moral issues not only makes our particular
judgments fallible, it makes some of our moral disputes irre-
solvable, particularly at a certain stage of deliberation, as there
are only certain guiding principles (standards) of cthical thinking
but no ready-made tests by applying which an agrcement may
be forced. Principles may guide our thinking towards a ccrtain
direction; they cannot, as moral problems go, absolutcly dcter-
mine the course or the conclusion of a process of deliberation. It
is this irresolvability that has led some moral philosophers to
deny that moral discourse is in any way a matter of rational
understanding. It is my wish to suggest that we can rccognize
the irresolvable character of some particular moral disputes and
yet say that there is such a thing as ‘rational understanding of
morals’. To say this is to say that moral discourse has (or ought to
have) a certain general character, the framework of which can
be rationally approached and understood. Even to have gained
this point is a definite advantage when we weigh it against the
implications of theories which claim that moral judgments are
purely matters of emotions, attitudes, commands and so on. Of
course, at bottom there will be little difference between philoso-
phers who put forward these theorics and those who believe in
morals in the old sense; for these theories are so many recommend-
ations to use certain terms rather than others in describing what
are usually known as moral judgments, considering that they
diﬂ'er in some important ways from what are usually known as
scientific judgments. Yet, it seems to me that a confusion between
pardc@ar moral judgments and general moral standards is con-
cealed in the denial of the use of terms like ‘objectivity’ and
validity” in the moral sphere, but this is a very important dis-
tinction to grasp and remember. For a particular dispute may
involve such complexity that the application of general standards
may not help us to arrive at any definite conclusion. Yet such
standards may, with respect to a different type of issue, not only
guide us to a certain direction but also thereby lead us to a definite
conclusion which is rationally more acceptable than another
which we may have to accept if we did not apply these standards.
In any case, the belief that one may be right or wrong in moral
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matters or that morality is in some sense objective is widely
prevalent—and not only amongst some misguided philosophers.
Not that a belief generally held cannot be wrong, but it is worth
one’s while to try to find out what, if anything, lies behind such
a belief which may render the holding of it justified. For a belief
ought to be discarded and a new way of talking necessitated by
such discarding introduced only when there is no justification
for continuing in it. I wish to say that this belief is justified if it
is taken to refer to the nature of moral standards in accordance
with which particular judgments ought to proceed and not
directly to particular judgments themselves. Merely to say that
moral judgments are not right or wrong or that they have no
objective reference is to obscure the fact that there are certain
appropriate and rationally approachable standards of assessment
in moral matters, whatever the difficulties and outcome of apply-
ing these to any particular case. In case of a moral dispute we can
only try to defend our own judgment (a defence which will have
any hope of hearing from other people) by appealing to a
standard objectively acceptable as valid in this sphere by all
concerned and not by saying that, since there is no test of truth
here, our own judgment has as much claim to acceptance as that
of the opponent. Such are my justifications for embarking on a
work which, I am aware, is somewhat old-fashioned.






CHAPTER I

The Nature of Philosophy of Ethics

PART I. IS PHILOSOPHY OF ETHICS POSSIBLE?

The view that what gocs by the name of Philosophy of Ethics is
a confusion causcd by lack of understanding of the usc of cthical
terms has recently become popular. Philosophy of Ethics, it is
maintained, should properly be meta-cthics, i.c. an enquiry into
the logic and language of cthical terms. The only objection I
have to this rccommendation is that it suggests that an cnquiry
into the logic and language of cthical terms is purely a linguistic
enquiry and not, as I believe, into what may be called ‘moral
facts or characteristics’ as well.

C. L. Stcvenson in his Ethics and Language draws a distinction
between normative and philosophical cthics and claims that only
the former is legitimate. If I understand him all right the distinc-
tion is this. Normative cthics is what we arc all concerned with
when we make our ordinary value judgments on people’s conduct
and character and also on existing states of affairs. Philosophical
cthics, according to Stevenson, is based on the mistaken idea that
there are certain intrinsic and ultimate ends of conduct which
cxist quitc independently of any matters of fact. As Stevenson
may be taken to be representative of the school of thought which
denics philosophical cthics its pride of place, we may consider his
arguments against it somewhat in detail.

Talking about philosophical cthics, he says that questions of
value occur only in connection with questions of fact, and what
arc called intrinsic ends cannot cxist without somc means being
adopted to bring them into existence. It is therefore futile to
treat values as if they cxist on their own independently of any
fact and as if one could discuss these values quite apart from a

B 17



18 The Concept of Morality

factual context. Again, it is useless to supposc that a discussion
about intrinsic ends can be profitable quite apart from a context
in which the question of adopting some means or other to bring
them into existence is relevant. If values do not exist except in so
far as facts arc considered valuable and if intrinsic ends do not exist
except through the instrumentality of means, then questions about
intrinsic value cannot constitute an independent study as philo-
sophical moralists thought they can. It is the statesmen, psy-
chologists, social scientists, ctc., who pass normative judgments
about the particular objects of their concern—pceople who are
engaged in discussing not what is desirable as an end for its own
sake but the relationship between certain states of affairs and
certain courses of human actions which lead to such states—who
are properly engaged on questions of valuc. And the sort of
questions they ask is the only sort of value questions that it
1s important for us to ask.,

NOV\.I onc would entirely agree with Stevenson that values do
ot exist except in the context of facts, and that in actual life
Fher.c A€ NOt two sets of questions—questions about values and
mtrinsic ends to be dealt with by specialists (philosophical
moralists) and questions of facts and means to be asked by states-
men, social scientists, etc. One would also agrec that it is not the
casc that ‘if and when the latter group of pcoplc wish to decide
upon objectives they should consult the specialists in value.
Nevertheless, I do not agree that questions about intrinsic ends
cannot form an independent study or that philosophical moralists,
who In a certain sense divorce questions of fact and mecans from
questions of value and ends, do not ask questions as significant
for human purposes as the questions asked by statesmen, ctc.,
who are concerned with dircctly existing facts and with means to
bring abou; ghangcs believed to be preferable to states of affairs
actually existing. T have tried to indicate in my discussions on the
concepts of ‘good’and ‘right’ how the questions of intrinsic ends can
chome objects of an independent study. Here I shall indicate very
brleﬂy what I conceive a philosophical treatment of Ethics to be
and in what sense philosophical moralists are justified in divorcing
the questions of ends and valucs from questions of means and facts.
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Value questions, as Stevenson says, arise only in factual con-
texts. When statesmen are engaged in dealing with international
political problems in the course of which they deliberate whether
they should go to war to solve a disputc or whether they should
mect the opponent half-way (speaking figuratively) and settle
the issuc peaccfully they are engaged in scttling questions of
value. Let us supposc that the statesmen engaged in a conflict
between two governments are X and Y and the issue is Z, and
naturally it is highly complex. That is to say, it has not got a
simple, clearcut, precisc nature that can be got hold of by using
our senses and it itself is composed of different issues of a less
gencral kind or has many aspects.! Now both the statesmen X
and Y arc concerned with Z but with different aspects of it or
with Z as looked at from different points of view, and let us
supposc that thesc are P and Q. P and Q themselves are systems
of things rather than particular things, and as systcms arc in some
ways opposcd to one another. X upholds P and opposes Q, while
Y docs the reverse. Let us suppose, further, that they then pass
the value judgments ‘P is so much better than Q that one is
justified in going to war in order to have P instead of Q’ and ‘Q
is so much, ctc.’.

Now R, who is an ordinary citizen in cither of the countries
the governments of which arc in opposition, might find that his
own reactions to the matter arc somewhat different. He might
feel that ncither P nor Q is thoroughly good or thoroughly bad
and it is not at all obvious to him that P is so much better than
Q that one is justified in starting a war that has immecasurable
powers of destruction in order that P may cxist as against Q or
vice versa. As some people say that P is good and Q bad and
others make the opposite judgment, R feels that he nceds a
standard acceptable to all reasonable people by which to decide—
if such a decision is at all possible. The issuc is so important for so
many pcople that he feels that it ought not to be decided in such

! For instance if the issue is human freedom one could discern various aspects of the
problem and talk about frcedom of specch and political opinion, economic freedom or
basic security and a standard of life for the mass of population which is in keeping with
the wealth of the country, freedom or opportunity to exercise genuine choice in sclecting
one’s carcer in accordance with one’s capabilities and so on.
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a way as inflicts a lot of suffering on them—purely on grounds of
personal preference.

R might find in the course of deliberation that P appears good
as against Q becausc of its aspects a, b, ¢, ctc., the compnrab]c oncs
in Q being i, j, k; and Q appcars good as against P becausce of its
aspects ¢, f, ¢, ctc., the comparable ones in P being m, #, 0. .Thc
aspects i, f, k, ctc., in Q arc such that their existence definitely
makes it difficult and in certain cases cven impossible for some
individual human beings to fulfil some of their deeply felt nceds,
as a result of which thcy cannot dCVCIOP themscelves in their own
ways or live their own lives as they would like to, whereas the
existence of a, b, ¢ does not mean this for the same group of people.
Again, the aspects m, n, o are such that their presence means the
continuation of an injustice of a certain kind to somec people,
whereas the presence of aspects ¢, f, ¢ docs not mean this. When
X says ‘P is good’ he is possibly talking about the aspects 4, b, ¢,
ctc., in it, and the standard by which he is judging such things
to be good is the conception ‘opportunity for pcople to develop
and live in their own ways’. When Y says ‘Q is good’ he is
possibly talking about the aspects ¢, f, ¢ in it, and the standard by
which he is judging such things to be good is the conception of
Jjustice’. These conceptions are acceptable as standards of evalua-
tion because the conceptions which oppose them like ‘lack of
opportunity for people to develop and live in their own ways
and ‘lack of justice’ cannot, from the very nature of the case, be
appealed to by reasonable people to support the worthwhileness
of what they value. That is to say, these concepts arc such that
they show themsclves to be reasonable courts of appeal in certain
contexts of evaluation, while the opposite conceptions show them-
selves to be unrcasonable. The man may further reflect on the
question, why is it that we accept these conceptions as standards
and not the conceptions which opposc them, and find that thesc
conceptions are consistent with the possibility of the happincss of
human beings as individuals, while the conceptions which opposc
these are not. And he further finds that it is reasonable, from the

very nature of the case, to prefer human happiness to unhappiness,
while it is unreasonable to do the opposite.
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R thus finds that there are certain conceptions of standards by
appealing to which the worthwhileness of certain things valued
may be supported and this support may be expected to be satis-
factory to pcople who will take up a rcasonable attitude towards
the question. That is to say, these standards have been conceived
in such a way that an appeal to thesc rather than to their opposites
is rcasonable and this appeal docs not need the support of argu-
ments to show that it is rcasonable. It is then the case that the
notions of certain sclfjustified standards or ends arc actually
implied in our cvaluation of human affairs when we believe that
our cvaluation stands for something over and above personal
preference, i.c. when we believe that if people arc rcasonable
they will accept the worthwhileness of what we are valuing.

When R has come to have a fuller understanding of the con-
ceptions that have been involved as the standards of cvaluation
of the states of affairs P and Q he might find that the actual
judgments passed on P and Q arc not fully satisfactory from the
point of view of morality. Although aspccts 4, b, ¢, ctc., of P
arc in accordance with a sclf-evident standard and in that sensc
good, therce arc certain other aspects of P, namely m, 1, o, which
do not satisfy another self-evident standard as well as the aspects
¢, f, g of Q do. Therefore the judgment ‘P is good’ is not tenable
as a value judgment if it is meant to be an unqualified judgment
to the effect that P is good through and through and not merely
that P is good in so far as P involves a, b, ¢, ctc. A similar remark
holds of Q. R might still find that it is possible to say that P is on
the whole better than Q and vice versa if it is at all possible to
find that the onc or the other leaves greater scope for the happi-
ness of human beings as individuals when considered in the
totality of their aspects. But he finds that the judgment ‘P is so
much better than Q that onc is justificd in going to war so that
onc may have P instead of Q™, or vice versa, is untenable as a
value judgment because it is inconsistent with the requirements
of human happiness as individuals. War as a method of solving
disputes is one matter when it injures a restricted group of people

! The actual judgments passed are much more complex. T have taken a simplified case
for the sake of argument.
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directly involved in fighting, it is quite another when the lives
and possessions of a large number of people are involved who arc
neither responsible in any way for creating tension nor arc per-
sonally interested in solving the dispute to such a degrec that
they do not any longer consider their lives and possessions to be
valuable. For in the latter case starting a war mcans forcing a lot
of people to be extremely unhappy when the unhappiness in-
volved is such that the people concerned ncither desire nor
deserve it. Reflections on the meaning of cthical terms—when
these terms are used in a judgment which the cvaluator belicves
to .st.and for something morc than an cxpression of personal
opmnion—then may actually lead us to consider some value
Jjudgments passed to be unsatisfactory or not wholly tenable, in
$0 far. as these judgments claim to be objective.
' Philosophical ethics has to do with our thinking about cthical
issues :jlnd with the satisfactory or unsatisfactory usc of cthical
terms in a value context which is accepted by the disputants to
¢ In some sense objective (otherwise there can hardly be any
argument and the matter would end with the voicing of personal
P refegches). It is then concerned with the clarification of the
meaning of cthical terms in one sense and with intrinsic ends or
selfjustified standards of value in another, for unless conceptions
of such standards are involved in the use of cthical terms the
:;;‘;‘;?:;CXE is not such that a judgment which is morc than an
with the c(l) f‘fPer§0nal preference can be passc?d. It is con;crngd
Sense. Ethjczln' lc(iltlon of the meaning of cthical terms in t]ns:
and ‘good”. S Judgments use such terms of evalua.tlon as ‘right
than CXpre.s sigme Cftlncal Judgme.nts, at any rate, claim to be more
a5 people maklilr: o per:sonal att1tude§ and preferences inasmuch
them acceptah] 8'zuch judgments believe that others would find
view thay IE; : le if they looked at them from a valuc point of
accept thews ‘atcllonal. Now re:i\sonablc? people may b.c cxpected to
with conce Judgments only if such Judgmcnt's are in accordance
ecause Oftitlpnli .of standards that they wﬂl. ﬁn.d acceptable
the sort e cir being whaF they are. In normative judgments of
we are discussing, then, the terms ‘right’ and ‘good
may be expected to involve certain self-justified standards of
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value or, which is the samc thing, to be consistent with concep-
tions of intrinsic ends. Philosophical ethics may profitably enquire
what these self-justifying standards (and their implications) are
that are involved in the usc of the terms like ‘right’ and ‘good’
in ordinary normative discoursc when that discourse is held
consistently within a characteristic point of view and when it is
presumed to be based on something more than personal prefer-
ence. To do this is, in a sense, to explicate or analyse the meaning
of these terms. And this analysis can be a guide in our approach
to some of the actual uses that are made of such terms. For
instance, if we say that a part of the meaning of the ethical
term ‘good’—when this term is used consistently within a
characteristic point of view—is that whatever is referred to by
that term may be supposed to be consistent with the conception
of greatest good (a state of affairs in which it is possible for every-
onc concerned to be as happy as it is in his nature to bc), then a
particular use of the cthical term ‘good’ (or ‘better’) as in ‘it will
be better to go to war for P than not to have P’ may be shown to
be ethically untenable, if there is reason to think that the war in
question will cause more unhappiness to human beings as in-
dividuals than the state of affairs lacking in P. Or again, take
another ethical term ‘justice’ which stands for a self-justifying
standard generally believed to be good. If we define justice as a
statc of affairs in which nobody is treated prejudicially or prefer-
entially in respect of fulfilment of his felt nceds—and we can do
so if we find that this is how this term is used in ordinary norma-
tive discourse when it is used consistently—then the use of the
term ‘just’ as in ‘a society in which people do their duties belong-
ing to their stations in life is just’ may be shown to be ethically
untenable. But this analysis of the meaning of ethical terms is at
the same time an enquiry into intrinsic ends or self5justifying
standards. For philosophical ethics does not just discuss the
different senses in which ethical terms arc actually used but tries
to discern that particular meaning, out of all that are current in
usage, which can be consistently applied from a characteristic
point of view; and such consistent use of a value term can only be
understood with reference to the conception of a standard that
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does not nced any further support of arguments to show that
it is acceptable.

Philosophical cthics then divorces the conceptions of ends for a
specialized study from the questions of mecans, i.c. it discusscs
what is involved in the conception of the sclf-justifying end
called justicc’ without discussing how justice in some particular
sphere or other can be brought about. (I do not say that a phil-
osopher cannot do this as well.) But the conception of the end
called ‘justice’ with which it is legitimately concerned is not a
conception that is spun out of a philosopher’s head, rather it is a
conception that is found by the philosopher to be implicit in the
undertaking of certain means by some pcople to bring about
certain changes in the existing statcs of affairs, as also in some
actual normative discourse. Only, the philosopher endcavours to
choose a meaning that can be consistently employed within a
certain characteristic context of discoursc.

The justification of a philosophical trcatment of Ethics then lics
in this. It is not that the statesmen, social scientists and the like
should learn what things are intrinsically good from the philoso-
phers, for they themselves are not lacking in the idcas of ends.
On the contrary, they are concerned with the question of means
only because they have ends to realize. But cthical terms stand for
conceptions that are abstract and complex in naturc and it is not
unlikely that in a normative discourse they are sometimes uscd
inconsistently, i.c. the same term is used to imply different
things not consistent with one another in different judgments
put forward in the same context of discourse. A philosophcr’s
study of the implications of an ethical term may here be of use by
helping the argument to be consistent and to the point. The
philosophers do not contribute to the laymen the conceptions
of intrinsic ends, for they themsclves arrive at the ideas of thesc
ends in course of reflecting on some of the conduct, character,
cmotions, thoughts, and aspirations of pcople, including non-
philosophers. Their contribution—supposing that they succeed
in contributing anything—lies in explicating the consistent
implications of these ends when the ideas of these ends are used
from a characteristic point of vicw.
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If philosophical cthics is conceived in the manner indicated
above, then some of the damaging criticisms that Stevenson
offers against philosophical cthics, which he calls the ‘specialist’s
conception of cthics’, will not affect our position. One of his
main criticisms is that philosophical cthics requires that we should
derive moral conclusions about matters of fact by way of deduc-
tion from sclf-cvident premises with which only philosophical
moralists, the specialists in value, have any concern.

But I do not think that a philosophical moralist is nccessarily
committed to the opinion that moral arguments arc deductive.
Hc might say that instcad of starting with a gencral proposition
that something or other is intrinsically good we actually start
with the opinion that something or other in particular is good
or bad and when such opinion is questioned we advance general
considerations of the nature of standards on which our valuation
can find a support in the cyes of others, or again we might be
faced with a situation which we find to be unsatisfactory in some
ways but do not know at a glancc what exactly is bad or wrong
about it or how it should be changed. This is a situation which
leads us on to a process of ethical deliberation. In order that our
deliberation may proceed we shall have to find why it is that
we find the situation unsatisfactory or by what standard we arc
judging it to be so. Then it becomes possible for us to sce in
greater detail what exactly are the features in the situation which
arc inconsistent with the conception of the standard. And it is
then that we proceed to think of means by which changes can be
cffected, and some of the proposed mecans may appear to be
inconsistent—under a given sct of circumstances—with general
conceptions of standards that we accept, while others may not.
As general conceptions are formed out of reflection on particular
happenings it is vital for a philosopher to be acquainted with
particulars of experience cven though his special concern may be
with general conceptions and not with any happening in par-
ticular. He cannot be, as Stevenson puts it, pardonably ignorant
of the causes of M’s and N’s, for they do have something to do
with the understanding of intrinsic values. But if M’s and N
arc facts that belong spccially to, say, sociology, he cannot be
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expected to have as expert or as detailed a knowledge of them as
a sociologist. It is enough for him to know them as well as is
necessary to sec their general value implications. If the actual
argument runs as follows: X is good because (supposing that this
contention is questioned or needs support in some ways) it leads
to a preponderance of M’s over N’s and M is a sort of thing that is
worthwhile for its own sake in human affairs, then what is
involved is not a division of labour, as Stevenson alleges, between
people who will collect by means of logic and scientific method
the second premisc of the argument and the philosophers who
will supply the first, but a reflective or philosophical under-
standing (i.c. an understanding that is conscious of the consistent
implications of what is being said) of that part of the argument,
"X leads to a preponderance of M’s and M is the sort of thing
that is worthwhile for its own sake in human affairs’, on the part
of those who will argue that X is good or contest it. Such under-
standing may alrcady be there, or it may become fuller or more
mature by listening to what the philosophers have to say—
philosophers who have made a special study of the matter, and
reflected on the general implications of particular acts of evalua-
tion when such evaluations arc made from a consistent and
characteristic point of view.

Stevenson wants us to replace philosophical cthics by normative
f:t:hics. As far as I can make out, normative questions arc like this.
Should or should there not be uncmployment benefit in the
country X", ‘Is caste or class distinctions in the society X a state
?f affairs that can be supported from an cthical point of view?’,
Should people in general have more leisure in society X than
they at prescnt enjoy?’ and so on. I quite agree that the asking of
such questions is important and that philosophers can be proﬁtably
engaged in exploring them. But I would add that something
more remains to be done and this is an analysis of the value
conceptions which act as standards of judgments in normative
and practical questions of the type Stevenson asks. It is the task of
philosophical ethics to undertake such an analysis.
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PART 2. AREETHICAL QUESTIONS QUESTIONS OF LANGUAGE?

Let us now scc what arc the sorts of things that are claimed by
saying that an cthical question is a question of language. ‘Ethics,’
says Harc in the preface to his book The Language of Morals, ‘as T
conceive it, is the logical study of the language of morals.” This,
of course, docs not rule out the possibility of moral problems
being factual. It might mean that the best approach to the under-
standing of facts Ethics deals with is through a logical analysis of
terms used in morals. For language is logical in so far as the terms
employed successfully convey the distinctive differences and
similaritics between relevant aspects of our experience; so it is
possible to understand the characteristics of a specific kind of
facts through an understanding of the logic of the terms used to
convey their nature. Yet the logical analysis Hare carries out of
such cthical terms as ‘right’, ‘ought’ and ‘good’ does not bring us
any ncarer to what are morally right and good. Nor—if what is
right or good has such a specifically individual character that a
general formulation of it independently of the context to which
it belongs is impossible—docs it offer us a suitable criterion by
which what is of moral value can be distinguished from what is
not. The only criterion Hare suggests is that moral value concerns
conduct about which we get easily stirred up or which concerns
man as man, but this is much too vague. We get stirred up, says
Hare, if Mrs Smith does not pay her fare on the railways because
we might ourselves be travelling. But it is quite possible that a
person who uses the railways almost cvery day gets stirred up
only because Mrs Smith is caught, and that he would not be in
the least disturbed if Mrs Smith’s action, which he knows of,
passed unnoticed by the railway authorities. He might even
contemplate following her example. But the major part of Hare’s
analysis is logical in the sense that it concerns the language of
morals and not in the sense that it concerns the facts such language
deals with. Here I shall attempt to state very briefly what Hare has
to say about cthical terms. If a sentence uses the term ‘right’ it
really is an imperative sentence and not an indicative one. A
moral command to do something cannot be derived from facts
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but presupposes an imperative sentence whose function is pre-
scriptive (L.e. it tells us to do something) rather than descriptive
(which tells us that something is the casc). The inference involved
in a moral decision is as rigorous as any other infcrence, only
with this difference: that it contains an irreducible prescriptive
clement as its premise. The mecaning of the term ‘good’ is both
cvaluative and descriptive, but in morals it is the cvaluative sense
that is primary. However, cvaluation is nothing peculiar to
morals as it is present in all valuc judgments, instrumental or
intrinsic. Its evaluative mecaning lies in this, that it commends
something to our choice. ‘X is good’ mecans X is the sort of man
we should choose to become, just as ‘this is a good chronometer’
means this is the chronometer or sort of chronometer we should
choose if we were going to buy one. And we understand the
meaning of these sentences independently of any criteria of
goodness that there may be. Similarly the term ‘ought’ has a
descriptive force but its primary function is to prescribe or advisc
or instruct; and this function can be fulfilled when no information
is being conveyed. It is an answer to the question “What shall I
do?’.

There is much more in this book, of course, that is instructive
and important. What is relevant for my purposes here is to note
that Hare’s analysis is, in the main, concerned not so much with
the facts of morals as with the language of morals. Now, it is not
my intention to suggest that an inquiry into the language of
morals is not profitable, nor am I concerned with the details
of the analysis itself. All I wish to say is that there are problems
of morals over and above the problems that are peculiar to the
language of morals, and if onc has tackled the latter onc has not
necessarily tackled the former as well. But it does not appear that
Hare has made a distinction between these two different sorts of
problems; rather he may be taken to suggest that a discussion
of the questions connected with the language of morals means
a discussion of the problems of morals itself.

Some philosophers, even though they do not belong to the
linguistic school of thought, believe that questions like “What
is justice?’ traditionally asked by the body of enquiry called
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‘Ethics’ arc verbal questions. “What do we really mecan when we
speak of “justice”?’ asks Popper. ‘I do not think that verbal
questions of this kind arc particularly important, or that it is
possible to give a definite reply to them, since such terms arc
always used in various scnses.’

Now, there is a sensc in which some questions in Ethics arc
verbal. Supposc the question is, ‘Is it just that a person born into
a low caste should not be allowed to enter a temple where the
higher castes worship God:” The answer may be ‘yes’ or ‘no’.
Those who would say ‘yes’ would perhaps define justice as a state
of affairs where people keep to the rights and duties belonging to
their stations in life so that the harmony of the social structure is
not disturbed. If a social structure in its entirety is such that it
needs an untouchable caste, then it is just, according to this
conception, that untouchables should not demand the same rights
as others. If, on the other hand, by a just® statc of affairs we mean
onc where cvery individual is treated as potentially cqual to every
other in respect of fulfilment of needs—provided that such nceds
do not necessarily interfere with the needs of others which we may
consider to be legitimate under the circumstances—and any actual
difference madc is based on the merits and capabilities of the
individuals concerned, then the answer is ‘no’. We all need the
respect and recognition of our fellow individuals. This need is
frustrated if some people are treated as inferior to others for no
other reason than the fact that they are born in a family the status
of which in the structure of the society is already fixed as low
independently of any considerations of the merits and capabilities
of its members. The question we have asked can be considered to
be verbal in so far as the answer follows naturally from the
definition of justice involved. But is there any reason why we
should accept both these definitions as equally satisfactory: To
say that because the term $ustice’ is used in various senses, all we
are cntitled to do is to make it clear what amongst the various
possible senses we arc adopting for the purposcs of discussion and

1 The Open Society, vol. i, p. 77.
* This conception does not describe any actually existing state of affairs but we consider
cxisting states of affairs as more or less just according as they satisfy its requirements.
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not judge in what sense it ought to be used, is to be guilty of a sort
of naturalism.

The question “What is justice?’ is verbal, says Popper. Never-
theless he offers us what he considers to be the essential require-
ments of it. °. . . (a) an equal distribution of the burden of citizen-
ship, i.e. of those limitations of freedom which are necessary in
social life; (b) equal treatment of the citizens before the law, pro-
vided, of course, that (c) the laws themselves ncither favour nor
disfavour individual citizens or groups or classes; (d) impartiality
of the courts of justice; and (¢) an cqual share in the advantages
(and not only in the burden) which their membership of the state
may offer to the citizen.* These, of course, are not provided
for in the definition that Plato gives of ‘justice’ in The Republic
and as a result he comes under scvere criticism in The Open
Society and is even blamed for his unjust intentions. If this is a
verbal question it is difficult to scc how Popper is justified in
being so hard on Plato, since presumably people arc cntitled to
differ on questions that are verbal (the rcason why they are called
verbal), so long as they make it clear how they arc using a term.
It may, of course, be said that Popper considers the verbal
question to be unimportant, not thc moral onc. But if Plato is
engaged in The Republic with the question of defining ‘justice’
and if the question of defining ‘justice” is purely a verbal question,
then it is possible, theoretically at any rate, that Plato’s moral
VIEWs are not unacceptable no matter how he defines ‘justice’.
If this does not sound plausible, then perhaps the confusion is
caused by the theory that the question of definition is purcly a
verbal question (no doubt there is a verbal question involved as
well in the question of definition) and not a question of adcquate
characterization of certain facts as well.

There is another possible sense in which this question may be
said to be verbal. Individual human personalities are very complex
PSYFhophysical organisms and their needs and capabilitics are of
various kinds and degrees; so is a society with its peculiar con-
ﬁguration manifested in its diversc but inter-related institutions.
It is possible that even if we agree on a definition of justice, which

1 The Open Society, vol. i, p. 77.
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is necessarily very general and formal, we may be unable to
deduce from it any defmite conclusion regarding a particular
society. An inference concerning the just character of a society
may run as follows:

The state of affairs P QR is just.

(and this is agreed)
The socicty X exhibits P Q R.
The society X is just.

The minor premise in a syllogism stands for some observed fact.
But it is the minor premisc in this particular casc, that society X
exhibits P Q R that will be the occasion of most serious dis-
agrcement. One of the requirements of justice mentioned by
Popper is that laws should show neither favour nor disfavour
towards individual citizens or groups or classes. Now the very
conception of a law (in the legal sense) implies that its trans-
gressors should be punished according to some definite standard
no matter who they are. In most socictics there is a law against
stealing. Suppose that a man in a highly industrialized society is
unemployed for some time and some of his essential needs are
frustrated over a period of time duc to lack of money. This man
steals, is brought before the court and is punished. Another man,
who holds a highly paid job, would, of course, receive the same
punishment if he commits the same offence. Do the laws in this
society show neither favour nor disfavour towards individual
citizens, groups or classesz Some may say ‘yes” and others ‘no’.
Those who would say ‘no’ may do so because the particular
laws that exist are necessary for the harmonious working of any
society and these laws are administered with strict impartiality.
Those who would say ‘yes’ may do so because they believe that
the laws of an cconomically developed society should guarantee
cmployment, and a wage adequate for maintaining a standard of
life compatible with the economic potentialitics of the society
in question, to cvery able and willing individual. If such laws are
non-cxistent, then it cannot be said that the laws show neither
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favour nor disfavour. Nor docs the disagreement end here. The
questions “What arc the cconomic potentialitics of this socicty?’
and “What sort of standard of lifc is decent in this society con-
sidering that its cconomic potentialitics arc of such and such
character?’ are not casy to solve and require specialized knowledge
for their discussion. Morcover, they give rise to further questions
in the process of our trying to solve them.

It is thus cvident that the just character or otherwise of a
particular socicty cannot be arrived at by a process of simple
deduction from the definition of justice. And substantially the
same disagreement may remain about some vital factual questions
like ‘Do the laws favour or disfavour any individual group or
class in this socicty:” or ‘Do people in this socicty enjoy a standard
of life compatible with its cconomic potentialitics:” no matter
how we define justice. It may thercfore be felt that the question
of definition of justice is a verbal question and not onc that
concerns matters of fact. But those who feel this way arc really
demanding the impossible. How can a definition of justice tell
us what the cconomic possibilitics of a particular socicty are?
If we want an answer to this question, supposing this question
can be answered, we shall have to find out a lot of things about
those specific kinds of facts which arc technically known as
cconomic.,

It may now be asked how exactly is the question of defining
‘justice’ a factual question. I shall merely touch upon it here as the
question will be dealt with in greater detail in the next chapter.
Let us take a moral judgment ‘the state of affairs X is just’. X is
here the thing judged, so it may be said to constitute the content of
this judgment. It is not enough, in order that we may be in 2
position to pass this judgment, for us to know about X. We must
also have some idea what is meant by the term ust’ or ‘justicc’.
When we have this idea we sce that many other social institutions
and human relations (actual or possible) may be looked upon as
Just or unjust according as they do or do not satisfy the requirc-
ments of this idea. The idea of justice is then a standard in accord-
ance with which the moral valuc of certain sorts of things is
judged. It may then be called the form of the valuc judgment X
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is just’ inasmuch as the conception of justice embodics a charac-
teristic way of looking at whatever is X.! Now the concept of
justice is formal (it constituting a way in which certain things are
looked at), yet it is factual and not merely verbal. To say that
some social institutions or human relations arc just is not justa way
of talking about them (just as to say thata pocm is a sonnct is not
just a way of talking about it but also a way of pointing to its
particular arrangement or structure). It is also a way of pointing
to some of their characteristics which we may consider to be of
value in human rclations when we look at them in a distinctive
way. Here therefore the suggestion is that we arc not at liberty to
defme ‘justice” just as we like if we are talking about a moral
valuc and expecting others to accept it. We are free to do that,
of course, if we make no other claim than that we are proposing
to usc the term in a certain way in our discussion, irrespective of
whether it is acceptable to others or not.

Another rcason for saying that the question of defining
‘justice’ is a verbal question may be that onc feels that definitions
of moral concepts onc way or another make little difference to our
practical moral behaviour. We may find that a rationally accept-
able definition of justice shows the institutions of slavery to be
unjust. But the actual moral problem is “What shall I do to remove
this injustice2” and there a definition of Justice is unable to render
any help. This perhaps leads some people to belicve that a defini-
tion is a way of thinking about things, but has no practical signi-
ficance since it does not say what we should do to deal with an
existing problem. Our task therefore is to get on with the job
in our hands, lcaving the problem of definition to those who want
to talk. But is it really so: Thosec who opposed slavery must
have donc so because they thought of justice differently from
those who supported it. And what is a definition of ustice’ but
thoughts—onc’s own and other peoplc’s—about certain states
of affairs, thoughts that arc gathered up and clearly formulatcd:
I do not mean that the people who opposed slavery put their

t The distinction drawn here between form and content is cntirely an aspectual onc,

not one between two separate entities. It is also a flexible distinction, for ‘justice’ itsclf may
become the content of some other judgment.

(&}
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ideas down on paper or told it to themsclves or others in clear
and precise terms. But in order to find slavery unjust or to start
doing something about it, onec must have some conception of
justice, however unconscious of it one might be. This is where the
philosopher comes in. He makes explicit what is implicit in the
conduct of those who oppose an institution because they think
that it is unjust, or campaign for a particular reform becausc they
consider that the statc of affairs sought for removes some of
the existing moral evils. A philosophical definition is not a pro-
posal for some eccentric usc of a term; it is an attempt to for-
mulate more clearly and precisely than is donc in unreflective
behaviour that use of a notion which satisfies (this at any rate is
what the thinker who proposes a definition for the consideration
of others believes) the valuc-attitudes of rational beings. To
demand that a definition should not only guide our understanding
of the nature of an institution when we wish to scc if it is just or
not, but must also tell us what concrete steps we should take if we
jwish to take action, is to refuse to carry the responsibilitics of an
intelligent agent. For this demand is virtually a demand that onc
§h9uld be able to go through life merely by following ready-madc
njunctions without ever having to think or act for oneself. He
who demands this demands to be dictated and not merely to be
guided. From the fact that a definition is concerned with facts it
does not follow that all the wrongs of the world will right them-
ffflVf_:S once we have got hold of a satisfactory definition of
Justice . A social problem is highly complex; it does not admit of
a simple solution but needs a patient and laborious approach to its
different aspects that are often concealed in a question that is
simply put.

It might here be useful to sce how a definition may guide us in
dealing with a concrete social problem. Here we shall deal with a
problem that concerns an aspect of the caste system. The traditional
caste structure does not allow intermarriage between people who
belong to different castes. There are still some people in India who
oppose such intermarriage, not because they believe they are
Fhereby serving the cause of injustice but because they think that
Justice can only be preserved by such opposition. Intermarriage
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is a blow to the whole caste structure. The question of marriage
between people belonging to different castes is much more than a
question of happiness of the people concerned, it involves a
potential danger to the harmony and preservation of the society
itself, for it unscttles existing arrangements. Justice requires that
those who want their happiness at the cost of the stability of the
society they live in are not to be encouraged. Thus runs the
argument. Here ‘stability’, ‘harmony’ and ‘preservation’ are
trcated as concepts of intrinsic worth, and so they are. An
unstable society characterized by internal discord and lack of
cohesion would certainly not be a just society. Is justice then the
same as preservation and harmony? The critic of inter-caste
marriage who believes himsclf to be defending justice has to say
‘yes’; for if justice is something different from these concepts, then
onc’s defence of a system in terms of them is not necessarily a
defence of justice. Let us assume that the critic is a religious man
and in this assumption we shall not be far wrong. For, as a matter
of fact, it is extremely unlikely that someone in India who believes
in the justice of a traditional system like caste would not also
belicve in God. Now, let us ask the defender of this sense of
Justice a question. Suppose that a dictator comes to power and
passes a law that no man is to worship God, for religious faith
enslaves men’s minds and makes them incapable of rational
thinking and material progress. And supposc that he has the
support of a powerful scction of the population and the most
important people in the police and military forces are also fairly
under his control. Individual opposition would certainly result
in sclf-destruction, and any attempt at organized opposition will
divide the country into opposing groups and may ultimately
result in civil war, causing scrious unsettlement of the social
structure. Must we yield to this law if we want to serve the cause
of justice? The critic will hardly agree to this. He may, of course,
say that this law is itself unjust, for it is directed at changing the
socicty as hitherto existing. But then cvery law passed causes some
change or other in the hitherto cxisting arrangements of society,
and we cannot say that no law should ever be passed in any
society. If the critic says this, his conception of justice is not just
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stability and harmony, it represents a state of absolute standstill.
If it is said that a law should bring about only small changes, we
have moved away from the notion of preservation in foto, and
are simply saying that we should be discriminative when we want
to change existing arrangements. Justice then means discriminative
change so that there is no great disruption in socicty. Discrimina-
tion in terms of what? To say that only small changes arc to be
allowed sounds like a quantitative solution. But it is not. No
quantitative difference between a big and small social change
may be made in the same way in which we make a distinction
between ten pounds of potatoes and two. A law can only be
judged by reference to the kind of change it intends to bring
about, not the amount of it. If so, justice is neither total preserva-
tion of existing structure nor quantitatively small changes of it,
for we do not know what that means.

Justice’, of course, implies that no individual shall seck his
own happiness at the cost of happiness of others. Those who
desirc inter-caste marriage causc unhappiness to pcople who want
to preserve the tradition of caste. Equally, thosc who opposc this
marriage cause unhappiness to those who desire it. Between the
happiness of two people who want to live a common life without
interfering in the daily run of life of other individuals (the issuc
becomes complicated if such interference is involved and nceds
a different approach) and that of those who arc unhappy becausc
rather big changes are happening to the traditionally cxisting
structure of socicty, which shall we choose: If justice requires
that every individual should have an equal opportunity for the
fulfilment of his needs, provided that such needs do not interferc
with the fulfilment of other people’s legitimatce needs, then we
must choose the former. It may be said that the attitudc of the
critic has become so decply ingrained in him that he cannot be
happy when things go against it; the opposition he shows thus
represents a need of his naturec. Why is it not required by justicc
that his need should be fulfilled:

Here we shall have to make a distinction between needs and
needs and in this the notion of ‘legitimacy’ guides us. Any urge
or desire felt by any human being may be said to be a need. But
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when difterent needs opposc onc another, we consider those
needs to be more legitimate which we find to be most intimately
connected with the fundamental tendencies—ordinarily known
as instincts—of human naturc. That thesc tendencies exist we
cannot deny cven though they may take many different shapes
in adult life as modificd by cnvironmental influences. But it is
not impossible for us to sce their presence in human activitics.
But some psychologists tell us that human beings have some
fundamental tendencies which are destructive and aggressive in
naturc. But such tendencics, cven if natural, are not consistent
with the conception of a society of individuals. It cannot therefore
be considered legitimate that an individual living in a socicty
should wish for the fulfilment of such tendencies. Those natural
tendencics are therefore legitimate which arc compatible with the
conception of social life. And thosc amongst human nceds which
arc intimatcly connccted with legitimate tendencics are themselves
legitimate which can be fulfilled in different individuals of a
certain socicty consistently with one another under conditions of
a particular naturc. Justicc requircs that such fulfilment can
legitimately be withheld from some and not from others only
on comparative considerations of merit and demerit.

Now, if we compare the need of the critic with that of thosc
who desire union with individuals of their choice, even if they
belong to a different caste, we shall have no difficulty in choosing
which is more legitimate. For the nced of those whom the critic
is opposing is intimately connccted with certain legitimate
natural tendencies, whereas the connection of the critic’s need with
any naturally felt tendency of a legitimate nature is not obvious.
We may therefore say that this ‘need” need not exist and if it did
not cxist the action of thosc whom he is opposing will not be
inconsistent with the possibility of the happiness of others. The
critic’s need—not to experience opposition to his conception of
Justice which is not rationally defensible—is such that its very
presence is inconsistent with the possibility of fulfilment of many
human needs connected with legitimate natural tendencies. It is
a part of the conception of justice that people can be treated
differently in so far as their merits and capabilitics differ. The
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theory that people who are born in a socially inferior caste are
necessarily inferior in abilities is now cxploded. Let us suppose
that the acquired merits of these two people arc sufhiciently
similar to ensure a happy union. It is still possible that, the social
environment, which contributes to the shaping of attitudes and
outlooks on life, being different for people of different castes, the
marriage will be difficult to work out. But it is not then a question
of justice. In any case, this has to be left to the individuals them-
selves and cannot be ruled by a general law. I have entered into
this lengthy discussion of this question only to show that a defini-
tion of ‘justice” (provided that we are interested in it as a concept
of intrinsic worth) may help us to understand a concrete social
problem from the moral point of view and guide our choice
between two possible alternatives in a particular case—defending
or opposing marriage between two people who bclong to
opposite castes.

I shall now consider another treatment of the question ‘Arc
ethical questions questions of language?” as we find it in Wisdom’s
book Other Minds.* Wisdom considers that certain questions arc
not really questions although they look like them. They arc not
asked because of any doubt concerning matters of fact, for the
answer does not and cannot make any difference to our belicfs
regarding existing facts. “Whether we say of somcone who asks
Qf a text-book case of a leprechaun-driven watch “Is therc an
nvisible leprechaun here:” that he is asking a joking question or
making a joke, is a matter of choice, though the peculiarities of
Wh.at he is doing are better brought out by saying that hc is not
?Skmg a question. To say this removes confusion as to what he
is doing, prevents abortive cfforts to meet his demands, in the
same way that to say of someone who asks, “Can one keep a
promise unintentionally2” that he is not asking a question,
prevents abortive efforts to satisfy him.? Again, the promise
qQuestion dissolves into, ‘Is it in a case exhibiting features
S...8,_,butnotS,__...S, proper to speak of promise-keeping,

1 . : 1 i i i
I'do not say that Wisdom holds preciscly the samc view about moral questions in his
other contributions as well.
? Other Minds, pp. 32-3.
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where the usage of “promise-keeping” is not definite for such a
casc?’!

Here the suggestion is that whether we call this promise-
keeping or not is a matter of deciding to use language in some
way rather than another both allowed by usage (i.c. some would
speak like this: “If a promisc is kept it certainly is a case of promise-
keeping whether one intends to do so or not’; others will say,
‘Although the promise is kept we cannot call it promise-keeping
if the intention to do so is lacking’). But whichever way we may
decide to talk, the action which is being viewed morally remains
what it is and the answer does not make us any wiser about it.
This secms to me to be obviously truc. But I do not think that the
leprechaun question and the promise-keeping question are of
quite the same kind. If a watch behaves funnily and we say ‘therc
is an invisible leprechaun in it” we are only expressing its behaviour
in an imaginative language and are not expecting anything more
concerning the watch than we already know of. If we say ‘therc
is an invisible brownic in it’ our purpose will be served just the
same. Now, let us cxamine the promise-keeping instance that
Wisdom has given us. A has promiscd to B that he will leave his
property to him. But he lcaves it to his next of kin, meaning his
wife. Unknown to A his wife has died and as B happens to be
A’s next of kin, under the circumstances he comes into the
property. Shall we say, ‘A has kept his promise unintentionally’:
This question is certainly a question of language in the way
Wisdom suggests. But there may be a factual problem in this
question—which is complex in spite of its apparent simplicity—
apart from a verbal one. There are two distinct points involved
in the kecping of a promise: (1) onc’s character as is revealed in
one’s taking or not taking steps so as to cnsure that what has been
promised comes to pass, (2) some definite state of affairs which may
be expected to come into existence when one has made a promise.
When A decliberately takes steps against the promised state of
affairs, he cannot be said to have acted as is required by the promise
he has made and therefore he is not the man he should have been.
We can only say that the state of affairs which can normally be

1 Orther Minds, p. 32.
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expected to come into existence as a result of his having made a
promise has come into existence although A did not intend it
to be so. All this is expressed in a summary way by saying that A
has kept his promisc unintentionally. If we think from this form
of speech that we can think of A as a man, since the Ictter of his
promise has come to pass, in the same way as we would if he
acted in accordance with the requirements of the promise he has
made, we shall be making a mistake, and a factual one, from the
moral point of view. When we say that a man has kept a promisc
we do not merely talk about some results, we imply something
of value about his character as well. In the casec under considera-
tion this implication is absent. It is possiblc that this question is
asked because one fecls a genuine perplexity whether cverything
is as it should be in this case although we arc saying that A has
kept his promise. It reveals that moral situations arc complex,
that our form of speech does not always adequately express all the
relevant facts, and that further thinking may be necessary for
someone to avoid confusing some facts with others. The question
‘Can a promise be kept unintentionally?” is therefore not neces-
sarily a fake one or one whose answer lics merely in deciding on a
point of language. Wisdom, of course, does not belicve that meta-
physical questions—and I have an impression that he considers
cthical questions to be metaphysical—are mcaningless, only they
are paradoxical. They cannot be answered by ‘yes” or ‘no’ as is
the casc with factual questions, but nced a different kind of
approach. For metaphysical questions involve no factual problem,
and arise out of some perplexity in using language in respect of
facts that we are familiar with. As we answer such questions

we do not learn anything new but gain a new awareness of a
pattern of events.

It is not exactly clear how we gain a new awareness of a pattern
of events without learning something new about it. If wc arc
just reminded of things that we know but which arc not con-
sciously in our minds at the moment, the process should perhaps
be referred to as ‘remembering’ and not ‘gaining a new awarc-
ness’. However, if the character of a metaphysical question is
what is expounded above in the quotation from Wisdom, I doubt
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very much if we should say that all cthical questions are mcta-
physical (some no doubt arc). For in a mctaphysical question
familiarity with relevant facts in respect of which no doubt exists
cither on the part of one who questions or one who answers is
presumed. For if such doubt cxists, the question becomes at least
partly factual. Can we say that in all cthical questions it is per-
fectly understood by all concerned what arc morally desirable
and all that is necessary is to throw a new light on facts present
through clearing up linguistic muddles: Our experience of moral
questions hardly bears this out. But perhaps Wisdom would say
that when we speak of something or other as being morally
desirable, only that which we are speaking of from a moral point
of view is a fact but its aspect of desirability is not. But then his
interpretation of a metaphysical question becomes somewhat
different. It can no longer be defined as a casc of linguistic paradox,
but something clse. For a fact then becomes something which
can either be perceived by our senses or verified under some
controlled condition. Anything in human affairs which is not
an instance of cither of these two possibilitics is not a fact. Judged
by this standard, ethical questions arc surcly metaphysical but not
nccessarily paradoxical. If a question is such that its answer cannot
be checked by sense pereeption or verified under some controlled
conditions, it is not necessarily the case that it is asked because
of some linguistic perplexity. Besides, Wisdom concludes about
the metaphysical character of questions, so it scems to me, from
their paradoxical nature, so as not to prejudge what amongst our
experiences arc facts and what not, but decide on the character
of the question itself—factual or metaphysical—by examining if
it makes any difference to facts or not. It will not be logical,
according to this procedure, to say that cthical questions arc
metaphysical because the sort of things they deal with cannot be
verified, as what cannot be verified is not a fact. For then wc have
already made up our minds as to what questions arc meta-
physical and arc not deciding on the mctaphysical character of
questions by finding out if they make any difference to facts or
not. On Wisdom’s procedurc onc has to show that no cthical
question asked involves any factual doubt before one can say
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that all such questions arc mectaphysical. This I do not think has
been done. On the contrary, it appecars that Wisdom himsclf
at times believes that some cthical questions may somectimes lead
us to knowledge of facts. Yet he still refers to them as meta-
physical. ‘Mectaphysical questions arc paradoxical questions with
the peculiarity that they are concerned with the character of
questions, of discussions, of rcasons, of knowledge. But this
peculiarity does not make it impossible to carry through the
reflection they call for so as to reveal the character of that with
which they are concerned and thus, indircctly, the character of
that with which they arc concerned is concerned—time and
space, good and evil, things and persons.’? 1 take it that when
Wisdom talks about the character of time and space, good and
cvil, things and persons being revealed, in this revelation is con-
tained more than what all of us already know of so well that no
scope for asking any genuine question about them cxists. Mcta-
physical questions, then, may also be factual in some ways. If this
is not what Wisdom means, he should have said that in answering
metaphysical questions we are reminded of the knowledge that
we have regarding matters of fact. Even so, it is still an admission
that good and evil are matters of fact. If s0, all cthical questions
are not metaphysical, for it may happen that someconc would be
genuinely perplexed as to what is good under a certain circum-
stance. The upshot of all these is that all ethical questions do not
have to be metaphysical, nor is it necessarily the case that cvery
question asked is either metaphysical or factual. It may bc meta-
physical in some respects (in the sensc of involving linguistic
paradox) and factual in others.

In the light of what has been said so far, I would like to conclude
that cthical questions are not necessarily questions of language.

1 Other Minds, p. 259.



CHAPTER 11

In What Sense is Ethics a Theoretical Study
of Objective Facts?

The failure to draw a distinction between the particular moral
code of a community, i.e. its social customs and conventions,
and general moral principles of an abstract nature has caused a
lot of ncedless confusion in ethical thinking. Social customs and
conventions (like rules against belching, polygamy etc.), as their
very names suggest, differ between different communities, depend-
ing on the special circumstances of their lives. Not so general
moral principles like ‘the truth ought to be told’ or ‘a life ought
to be respected” which, I believe, have a gencral applicability to
all human beings, even though we may have to limit their
application to situations found more often in a certain community
than in others. For they do not directly dictate to us any action
in particular but stand for value ideals which human actions of
many different kinds ought to realize. In this study the term
‘Ethics’ refers exclusively to general principles and not to custo-
mary rules. I wish to emphasize the distinction that holds between
them, for what is true of general moral principles is not necessarily
truc of customary rules, although these latter are also known as
moral principles.

Those who say that moral principles arc not facts argue like
this. Human beings behave as they do. The pronouncement of a
principle that they should behave in this way or that gives us no
more information about any behaviour with which we have
concern than we already possess. If someone tells a lie, he does so;
and we know no more about his doings by being told that ‘one
should not tell a lie’. This principle is thercfore an expression of
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some feeling or attitude, or it is just an established bcehaviour
norm of a society and not a statement of some fact which is
somehow out there for all of us and which we may come to know
if we probe into the matter. If by the term ‘enquiry” we mean a
process of investigation into facts which are there for us to know,
then there can be no such thing as an cnquiry into moral princi ples,
for principles are neither facts themsclves nor do they give us
any knowledge concerning facts.

Now it is truc to say that a principle is not a fact when by the
term ‘fact’ we mean something that has a definitc and particular
nature identifiable as a distinct object, quality or cvent. But there
is no reason why we must usc the term ‘fact’ only in this sensc.
If we examine common usage we shall sce that ‘fact’ is used not
only in respect of observable and verifiable objccts but also in
respect of anything which demands acceptance and for the
rejection of which there is no justifiable ground. Consider the
following conversation: ‘Is it a fact that you intend to undertake
a world-tour next year:’ ‘Yes, it is’. If we accept this wider sensc
of the term fact and be not prejudiced in favour of sense perception
we shall find it possible to say that a moral principle cmbodics
a fact and that it gives us knowledge of facts.

That a principle may be considered a fact may be made clear
by drawing on an example in Physics, for the word ‘principle’ is
used not only in morals but also in Physics, and Physics is acknow-
ledged to give us knowledge of facts.

Principles in Physics are discovered. But to discover a Pl‘iﬂCiPIC
in Physics, like the Principle of Rectilinear Propagation of Light,
is not, as Toulmin points out in his Philosophy of Science, to fine
out new facts as ordinarily understood, but to adopt a new approach to
facts with which we are already familiar. When we say ‘a physicist
had discovered that light travels in straight lines’ somecthing
quite different is meant from when we say ‘Crusoc discovered that
there was a man on the island” or when we talk about the Natural
History discovery ‘migrating swallows travel along great circles’.
There is nothing in our ordinary experience which corresponds
exactly to the physicist’s notion of light; for by it he does not
mean such things as lamps—the light of ‘put out the light’; and



In What Sensc is Ethics a Theoretical Study of Objective Facts? 45

illuminated arcas—the light of ‘the sunlight on the garden’.
So also the word ‘travel” here docs not correspond to our ordinary
notion of travel and the same idea may just as well be conveyed
through the expression ‘is propagated’. As Toulmin says, the
introduction of the notion of ‘light’ as something travelling is
not the simple literal discovery of something moving like the
detection of frogs in flower-beds or boys in apple trees. The
physicist’s discovery is not a discovery to the effect that where
previously nothing had been thought to be, in any ordinary sensc,
there turncd out on clearer inspection to be something travelling
—namely, light. Nor is it the discovery that light travels in onc
way rather than in another. ‘Rather, the optical discovery is, in
part at any ratc, the discovery that onc can speak at all profitably
of something as travelling in these circumstances, and find a use
for inferences and questions suggested by this way of talking
about optical phenomena—the very idea that one should talk
about anything as travelling in such circumstances being the
rcal novelty.”s We have known the data for this discovery for
a long time—thesc arc our ordinary cxperiences of light and
shadow, the practical skill and techniques which have been
developed as a result of these experiences and the regularitics of
optical phenomena like the higher the sun rises in the sky the
shorter arc the shadows. “The novelty of the conclusion comes,
not from the data, but from the inference; by it we arc led to
look at familiar phenomena in a new way, not at new phenomena
in a familiar way.” The justification for this new way lies in this,
that it is called for by the facts being investigated and its function
is to provide cxplanations for certain of the things that happen.
“Until the discovery, changes in light and shade, as we ordinarily
usc the words (i.c. illuminated regions which move as the sun
moves), remain things primitive, unexplained, to be accepted for
what they arc. After the discovery, we see them all as the effects
of something, which we also speak of in a new sense as light’,
travelling from the sun or lamp to the illuminated objects. A
crucial part of the stcp we arc examining is, then, simply this:
coming to think about shadows and light-patches in a new way,

 The Philosophy of Science, p. 20. 2 Ibid., p. 20.
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and in consequence coming to ask new questions about them, ques-
tions like “Where from?’, “Where to:” and ‘How fast?’, which arc
intelligible only if one thinks of the phecnomena in this new way.™

The general statement ‘light travels in straight lines’ is then
not—as we are apt to think all gencral statements arc—a
generalized observation report on physical regularitics, like the
statement in Natural History ‘migrating swallows travel along
great circles’. The regularitics with which this statement is con-
nected are already recognized, it only provides a form for the
explanation of their nature. A principle is then a formal statement
and not a statement (in the sensc of being a report of such occur-
rence or state of affairs) about any particular occurrence or state of
affairs with which we are directly in contact. To say that it is a
formal statement is to mean that the sort of things it dircctly
tells us about arc ideals or possibilitics we can conceive of, which
we conceive of because they cxplain why certain of the tlu'ng’s
happen as they do in our experience. The notion of ‘light-ray’,
for instance, is a theoretical ideal and not any actual becam of light
that we encounter in ordinary cxperience. This docs not mcar,
of course, that the notion of ‘light-ray’ is a purc figment of the
imagination, as it is by its help that we begin to undecrstand optlczfl
phenomena more fully than we did before, and its function is
to explain why optical phenomena that we actually cncountcr
are connected in the way they are. This notion, then, which is ideal
1n a certain sense is also factual in another as it provides us with a
form or framework, as it were, within which to organize our
understanding of optical phenomena on a higher level than what
is contained in a statement which reports the occurrencc O
particular phenomena that we actually come across.

In a similar way a principle of morals docs not give us any morc
facts, understood in a certain sense, about the actual conduct w¢
are concerned with but embodics a characteristic way of looking
at it which enables us to pass judgments of a certain sort concern-
ing the conduct in question. A principle of morals is formulatgd
in recognition of the fact that some people do actually act in
some characteristic ways in situations of a certain sort and also

1 The Philosophy of Science, p. 21.
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of the fact that we do feel and think about such actions in a
charactcristic way. But the function of a principle is not so much
to describe such thoughts, feclings and actions as to attempt
to cxplain them in terms of some characteristic conception of
value ideals to be attained through human conduct. In so far
as this is the case, a moral principle or law may be said to tell us
about a form or framework within which to approach human
bchaviour in a certain way rather than about human behaviour
itsclf as a scrics of particular occurrences. Let us take, for instance,
the principle ‘one ought to keep one’s promiscs’. The function
of the conception ‘keeping a promise’ is to set up a value ideal of
human bchaviour which explains, in a certain sense of the term
‘explain’, the actions of those who fulfil a responsibility expressly
undcrtaken by them in spite of the considerable discomfort and
at times suffering caused to themselves as a result, and also the
fecling and judgments of approval that we come across for such
actions and disapproval for the contrary. One may try to realize
this ideal through acting in many different ways as required by the
specific situations in which actions take place and there is no sum
of actions which exhausts it. Onec may visit a relative, return
a book to a friend, pay some money to an acquaintance or do a
thousand other things, all of which may be referred to as ‘keeping
a promise’ by virtue of the fact that in all these cases the fulfilment
of a responsibility cxpressly undertaken by an agent is involved.
Yet when one is told to keep one’s promises onc is not asked to
perform any of these actions in particular, nor all of them all
together. The judgment ‘you should have visited your sister-in-
law yesterday as you said you would’ and the statement ‘you
should keep your promises’ belong to two different levels in our
thinking about human conduct. One is a judgment which concerns
the desirability of performing a particular act, the other concerns
an ideal which many particular actions are required to realize
when looked at from a characteristic point of view. But in so far
as this approach puts an aspect on the actions concerned which it
is possible for us to conceive of and accept as somehow called
for by the actions concerned, the ideal statement embodied in
the principle has a factual character as well.
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No doubt it is quite possible for onc to refuse to approach
human conduct in this characteristic way and we cannot say
that one must do so, meaning that onc can in any way be com-
pelled to do so. But this holds truc also in Physics. No onec is
compelled to look at shadow-casting in the physicist’s way. We
may choose, if we like, not to ask any scientific questions about
it. But there is a certain sensc in which something would be lost
if we did not accept the physicist’s way of looking at optical
phenomena, as our understanding of these phenomena would be so
much the less for that reason. Similarly, if we refuse to approach
human conduct in the characteristic way which is embodied in
the moral principles our understanding of it will be so much the
poorer. For we shall lack that insight into some aspects of actual
human behaviour, and feelings and judgments that cxist to the
effect that it would be better if we acted in some way rather
than in another cven if that would not have led us to achicve
some desired object. If A secks to know somcthing about X of B
in the situation Y and B wilfully misrepresents the casc a number
of people will feel disapproval towards his conduct and judge
that B has acted wrongly. Are thesc feelings and judgments to
be accepted just for what they arc or is it possible to cxplain why
people think and feel like this2 It is in the scrvice of this explana-
tion that the moral principle ‘the truth ought to be told’ is to be
understood. The principle says, the truth ought to be told, as
not to do so would be to violate the value which an individual’s
desire to know has for its own sake. It is then truc, in a certain
sense, to say that a moral principle gives us knowledge concern-
ing human conduct, although, of course, within the context of
the Fharactcristic moral approach to expericnce and this approach
has.lts backing in some of our actual thoughts, feclings and actions.
This knowledge, however, is formal, for a principle docs not statc
actual occurrences that we arc in contact with, but provides us
with an ideal conception which explains certain discernible features
of what happens. Nevertheless, it docs add to our understanding
of human conduct; and an enquiry into its naturc is, in a certain
sense, an enquiry into facts that we are all capablc of conceiving.

But one may still not be quite satisfied as to the objective
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character of a moral principle and a further question may arisc.
We recognize that in spitc of the moral principle ‘the truth ought
to be told” it sometimes becomes necessary from the moral point
of view itsclf not to tell the truth. Whercin lics the validity of
the principle if it does not command obedicnce in all cases: I
think that this objection arises out of an inadequate conception
of the role of principles in moral rcasoning and the nature of
moral situations and it can be met by drawing on parallel instances
in Physics. Let us take, for instance, a law in Physics, say Snell’s
Law—thc ratio of the sines of the angle of incidence and
refraction is constant. This law is not universally applicable to the
bchaviour of every substance to which it is relevant. But the
substances which do not behave in the way the law suggests arc
not specifically mentioned in the body of the law itself, And
the fact that the law is not applicable to certain substances is
only taken to restrict its sphere of application, not to suggest that
the law is untruc.

It must bc obvious that cven when we consider a moral
principle to be a fact—which ought to be called a ‘value fact’ in
order that it may be distinguished from non-value facts—we
cannot mean just the same thing by calling both a value fact and
a perceptual fact ‘objective’. Yet there is a sense in which both of
these may be called ‘objective’. Perceptual facts arc out there,
open to inspection, and we come upon them or discover them
by using our scnses. We do not create a fact like a tree in bloom
at the bottom of the road, but discover it. A value fact is not
likewisc waiting somewhere in space to be discovered. Do we
creatc it then: We certainly do not create it in the sense in which
we create a picture or a statue which comes to exist in space
through activities of a personal naturc. But the understanding of
moral facts does involve a greater clement of distinctively human
participation than does the perception of an object like a trec,
inasmuch as what we comprehend as right and good come to
cxist as such for us only when we take up a particular value point
of view towards human activitics, dispositions and states of affairs.
(In other words the factuality of valuc facts becomes a fact as

we approach them in a distinctive way.) This clement of human
D
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participation lies in the bringing into being of a dimension of
value experience which cannot be approached through scnse
perception but can be emotionally felt and conccived as being of a
certain character. All human beings, provided that they possess
a certain degrec of emotional sensibility and rational maturity, are
capable of such experience (in varying degrees no doubt), as is
shown by the fact that valucs of a moral nature arc recognized
by hur.nan beings cverywhere in some form or fashion. At the
same time it seems undeniable that there is an clement of recog-
nition in moral comprehension Jjust as there is in sense perception.
for the possibility of moral approach to experience is inherent
in human nature itself and is not peculiar to any onc individual
or group, although some individuals or groups may be, at a certain
stage, morally more mature than others. Not only that, just as
sense perception is felt to be a necessary mode of human awarcness

¢ ) A
! we are to know objects cxisting in space, moral compre-
ension' is felt to be necessitated by the

h istic di existence of certain
characteristic difference

(which, of course. cxi tS b?t\ycc11 human actions fllld disposi_tions
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dividual or groy ,1g1m icance beyond the cxperience of an in-
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for the question remaP iers arguc that morality is not objective,
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unless the P L approach to some of the facts experienced
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surely comprehend or understand what are the sorts of idcas they stand for, i.c.
what function they actually perform in our value judgments of a certain type. And inas-
much as both sense perception and moral comprehension involve understanding of what=

ever may be the object or point at issue, it has sometimes been said that we apprehend
(understand) moral facts.
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human beings adopt a particular point of view towards a charac-
teristic kind of issues that are being experienced, it is also true
that human beings can explain the legitimacy of this point of view
only if it fits in with or is somchow felt to be called for by the
nature of expericnce approached in this way.

But another difficulty still remains. One might wonder, ‘How
can the general statement of a moral principle really tell us any-
thing about human conductz A principle appears to have ncither
inductive nor deductive connection with it!” It is said that the
functioning of a principle in moral lifc is not a logical process
and there can be no philosophical discussions about it. A general
statement like ‘the truth ought to be told’ is neither an inductive
generalization from observed human bchaviour, for some human
beings sometimes do tell lies, nor does it enable us to proceed
deductively to condemn every instance of human speech that
involves a lie, for sometimes it is morally better that the truth
should not be told. What can we mean by saying that a principle
gives us knowledge of facts when there is no logical relation
betwcen them:

The point in this objection is this. The kind of knowledge a
moral principle conveys about human conduct is not the kind of
knowledge which a statement bearing inductive or deductive
connection between facts gives us. If we have collected various
instances to the effect that rabbits cat cheese and have never come
across onc instance to the contrary, it is logically permissible to
say ‘rabbits cat cheese’. This means that we arc justified in con-
sidering it highly improbable that a rabbit would consistently
refuse to eat cheese unless some special circumstances not to be
found with rabbits in general are present to account for this
refusal. Since there are various instances of human speech which
are not cascs of telling the truth the statement ‘the truth ought to
be told’ is not of this nature. Again, we are so certain of the
general statement ‘men are mortal” (i.e. of the connection between
humanity and mortality) that we need have no hesitation at all
in inferring about a particular man that he is mortal. Since we
do believe in some instances of human speech that the truth
ought not to be told, the gencral statement ‘the truth ought to
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be told’ has not this deductive certainty cithcr. How then can there
be a logical passage between actual human behaviour and a
moral principle?

Now it is true to say that the general statement of a moral
principle is not an inductive generalization, nor does it reveal a
deductive connection between observed facts. Yet it does not
follow from these that a principle has no logical status in our
thinking which enables us to draw conclusions of a certain kind
which we may consider to be cither valid or not concerning ﬁfCts
of experience. For this lack of inductive or deductive connection
between relevant facts is a feature not of moral principlcs only but
also of principles in Physics. The Principle of Rectilincar Propa-
gation of Light in Physics, as Toulmin observes, is not a gcnc.rall-
zation from obscrved regularities. Nor does it enable us to infer
deductively that light is travelling in straight lincs from a par-
ticular source, for there are optical phenomena like refraction
and diffraction which limit the operation of this law. Wha't tl.wn
is precisely the logical function of this principle in our thinking
in Physics: Let us take a picce of reasoning in Geometrical Physics
and sec what is involved. Suppose that we know that the sun,
from an angle of elevation of 30°, is shining dircctly on to a siX=
foot-high wall, we could infer that the shadow cast will be ten
and a half feet deep on the level ground behind the wall. How do
we infer that the shadow is just ten and a half feet decp: why not
fifty feet or two:

““Well, that’s easy enough,” the physicist will say. “Light
travels in straight lines, so the depth of the shadow cast by a
wall on which the sun is directly shining depends solely on the
height of the wall and the angle of elevation of the sun. If the
wall is six feet high and the angle of clevation of the sun is
30° the shadow must be ten and a half feet decp. In the casc
described, it just follows from the Principle of the Rectilinear
.Prpgf\’glation of Light that the depth of the shadow must be what
it is.

Now what sort of inference is this: Quite obviously it shows
neither an inductive nor a deductive process of the traditional

1 The Philosophy of Scicnce, p. 24.
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type and involves a novel method of drawing physical inferences,
a method not recognized by books on Logic. This method is the
diagram-drawing technique of Geometrical Optics. The physicist
will draw a diagram in which the ground will be represented by
a horizontal linc, the wall by a vertical line and a third line will be
added at 30° to the horizontal, touching the top of the line
representing the wall and intersecting that representing the
ground. The third linc represents the bottom ray of light which
can get past the wall without being cut off. All the lower ones are
intercepted, which explains why the ground behind the wall is in
shadow. The depth of the shadow in this diagram is one and
threc-quarter times the height of the wall, and if the wall is six
feet high the shadow must be ten fect six deep. This diagram-
matic technique of drawing inferences can be used only if we
regard light as travelling. Of course, the physicist need not
necessarily draw diagrams, he may resort to trigonometry or
some other mathematical symbolism. But the characteristic way
of looking at optical phenomena embodied in the principle
‘light travels in straight lines” also brings with it characteristic
methods of representation and techniques of drawing inferences.
The principle itself, to usc terms suggested by Ryle and Toulmin,
is like a licence or ticket on the strength of which we pass from
certain facts to others although this passage involves neither
inductive nor deductive processes.

Now that we have the authority of science to the effect that
a valid inference need not necessarily be ecither inductive or
deductive it is perhaps casicr to see how we can pass judgments of
a certain kind on people’s conduct and character on the strength
of a principle or law which gives us a licence to rcason in a
certain way and consider such judgments to be tenable or not, in
spite of the steps involved in this process of moral inference
being neither inductive nor deductive. The moral approach to
cxperience is a characteristic approach like the approach of
Geometrical Optics—although unlike the latter it is as old as
human thought—and it has its own way of drawing inferences.!

! Ihave developed this point further in a subsequent chapter where I have discussed the
nature of moral rcasoning somewhat in detail.
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Nowell-Smith in Ethics objects to calling Ethics a theorctical
study on two grounds. He thinks that moral knowledge can
be represented as theoretical only if we admit a world of
non-natural characteristics which terms like ‘right’ and ‘good’
are believed to stand for. Other philosophers have also opposed
the idea that Ethics can be considered a theoretical study of value
facts on the ground that the term ‘value fact’ presupposcs a queer
value world, a sort of world of ghostly cntitics, just as the term
‘perceptual fact’ presupposes a spatial world. But such a world
is presupposed only if we insist that the term ‘fact” has only onc
meaning—namely, verifiable through perception and a direct
inference based on such perception. If anything is called a fact
and is yet not verifiable in this way it must be becausc it has a
ghostly existence to be perceived by the mind’s cye (or in some
such queer way). But there docs not scem to be any rcason at
all why we must say that anything that is called a fact must
have either a bodily or shadowy existence. It is cnough—and this
shall not contradict usage—if what is being called a fact is such
that we find that it somehow demands acceptance and there is
1‘10thing which calls for its rejection. A fact like this cxists only
in the sense that it is possible for us to conceive of it and such a
conception is somehow necessitated by the nature of our cxperi-
ence. The terms ‘right’ and ‘good’ stand for conceptions of valuc
ideals of a characteristic nature to be achicved by human conduct
anfl we are justified in calling them moral facts (unless we arc
going to confuse them with perceptual facts for the simple reason
that the term ‘fact’ is being used) if these value ideals demand
acceptance from us in the light of our experience. They do not
need to inhabit a special kind of world, all that is necessary is that
we should be able to understand the conceptions involved in thesc
terms and find that we cannot get along with the valuation of
human conduct from a characteristic point of view without their
use, when such valuation comes naturally to us. To talk about
the existence of value facts, T repeat, is not to talk about anything
PI}YSiCal or shadowy, it is to talk about the function and usc of cer-
tain conceptions which enable us to think of certain things in a
certain way, when that is called for by aspects of our experience.
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The other difficulty Nowell-Smith finds about calling ethical
judgments theoretical statements is this. The truth of scientific
statements—statements  acknowledged to be theoretical—is
cither verified by an appeal to sense perception or there are
tests by means of which we can decide whether a thing only looks
or feels in a certain way or whether it rcally is what it looks or
feels. What can be the test of truth in moral matters: How are
we to choose between differing moral opinions?

Now it is quite true that cthical statements arc not statements
which may technically be called scientific, and that there are no
ready-made tests by means of which we can forthwith resolve
a moral dispute. But it is not true that there are not any
standards at all involved in morals which our thinking is required
to respect. Moral issucs are so complex that it may not be possible
for us to decide conclusively on the relevance for moral evaluation
of certain facts present or isolate them from all complicating
factors as we do in scientific matters. As a result our particular
moral judgments about the same state of affairs (for instance,
‘public ownership of all means of production is good’ and ‘public
ownership etc. is bad”) may oppose one another and the opposi-
tion may remain unresolved. Nevertheless whenever a particular
judgment is claimed to be a moral judgment an attempt is made
to show that it is in accordance—in circumstances of a particular
nature—with certain general standards or principles which will
be accepted as self-cvident in the sense of not needing any
extrancous justification for being acceptable as desirable states
by themsclves. For instance, those who demand public ownership
argue (rightly or wrongly) that only this ensures social justice
and they believe that the concept ‘social justice’ is such that it
will show itself to all to be a desirable goal to aim at. Those who
oppose the idea of public ownership argue (again, rightly or
wrongly) that it interferes with the freedom of individuals to live
their own lives, which they believe will recommend itself to all
as ‘not to be surrendered’, stating at the same time that a gradual
approximation to justice is possible without the adoption of such
all-embracing means as are involved in ‘public ownership’ which
is bound to create fresh injustices in its wake. Admittedly the
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arguments involved are far too complex for anyonc to carry
them to a conclusion which will have to be accepted by both sides.
Nonetheless they show that appeal is being made to certain con-
ceptions of self-justifying standards (or which are at least believed
to be so) to justify the particular judgments passed. The theo-
retical study called Ethics deals not with the particular judgments
but the conceptions of standards involved in thesc judgments,
and their implications. And thesc standards, if they arc to be
accepted as standards at all, must be self-justifying and thercfore
would need no test of truth.

This no doubt will be profoundly disappointing to many VYIIO
are interested in Ethics. For have we not saved the theoretical
character of Ethics at the cost of reducing it to the reitcration of
formal principles which may appear to be truisms to anyone \'NIIO
believes in the moral approach and which are not the objects
of our actual cthical disagreements: No doubt; yet it sccms to mc
that even to have done this is somewhat rewarding at the present
stage of our ethical enquiry, for there are so many well-mcaning
thinkers who starting from the varicty of irresolvable moral
disputes end at suggesting that there are no such things as self-
evident moral principles which we all must accept if we wish to
respect the moral point of view.



CHAPTER III

Rationality of Morals

PART I THE PLACE OF REASON IN ETHICS

It is often heard in certain philosophical circles that morality
is not rational. Those who hold such a view only succeed in
cstablishing that moral principles cannot be proved to be valid
to anyone who chooscs not to accept them by a process of reason-
ing or argument, i.e. by a process of thinking by means of which
something which is not immediately accepted is shown to follow
from or to be entailed in something clse which is accepted as
given in the context of argument. He who rejects moral principles
rcjects the whole moral approach to experience. Onc may be
persuaded to make this approach, but more than arguments will
be needed for it. One will have to be helped to develop a new
insight, and to enlarge one’s understanding of human nature and
potentialities. But there is no reason why the term ‘reason’ will
have to be taken as synonymous with ‘rcasoning’. ‘Reason’ in
its widest sensc includes insight into hitherto unsuspected relation-
ships which reveal themselves to one’s understanding (relation-
ships which being fundamental cannot be deduced out of
something clse) as also a process that we may term ‘reflection’,
Lc. a process by means of which we endeavour to understand
more clearly and somewhat explicitly what is involved in the
acceptance of an idea which is often unconsciously taken in and
vaguely felt as ‘not to be surrendered’. We reflect on an idea if
it is not clear enough in the sense that its use in different instances
leads to conflict or confusion or both but also only if we have
already accepted it in some scnse, whereas we cmploy a process
of reasoning in order to establish something which is yet to be
accepted. Morality may not bc rational in the sense that
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fundamental moral principles cannot be proved to be so by a
process of recasoning, yet it may be rational in the sense of
‘admitting of reflection” or in the sense of being amecnable to
our understanding.

Toulmin believes that there is a place for reason in Ethics. But
limiting as he does the conception of reason to reasoning or
the advancing of grounds on which to accept a thing not other-
wise acceptable, the place which he assigns to rcason in Ethics
is somewhat restricted and confused. He says in The Place of
Reason in Ethics that there are two kinds of moral rcasoning.
(1) Reasoning which is concerned with justifying a particular
action, and this is done by showing that it is an instance of an
established practicc or principle. (2) Rcasoning which is concerned
with the justification of a practice by reference to the ideal that
suffering that is avoidable should not be tolerated. The sort of
reason that is called for in the justification of a particular action
is not the sort of reason that is called for in the justification of an
established practice. That there is a distinction between reasoning
about particular actions and reasoning about a practice is not to
be doubted. But it does not appear to me to be as radical as Toul-
min holds it to be. Toulmin is saying that once we have brought
an action under an established practice we have given all the
reason, and good rcason at that, that can be given for its justifica-
tion. Yet, an established practice is itsclf not beyond criticism. It
can be criticized in terms of an ideal. If so, how can we accept that
there is no more place for reason in arguing about the moral
suitability of a particular action once we have brought it under
an established practicez One would be inclined to conclude that
Toulmin is suggesting that only a few, thc moralists, should
challenge a practice, while others should demand no morc rcason
in favour of an action than that it is required by an established
practice. And the fact that a practice is established is a good
reason, except for a moralist, why an action which falls under
it should be performed. This seems to me to be very unsatis-
factory. How can a moralist challenge a practice while the rest
of the people in the society follow it without question: The
moralists, those who criticize an cstablished practice with reference
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to an ideal, may be exceptional people; yet they must think,
feel, and act in a social context. Their understanding of social
affairs may be more comprchensive and their criticisms better-
grounded and more satisfactorily formulated in so far as they are
clear about the standards they are judging by. But they take
shape in an atmosphere where there is already in evidence a
considerable amount of questioning on the part of common
people, however vaguc their understanding and ineffective
and ill-expressed their objections. The reactions of a moralist
do not mark the beginning of an entirely new understanding,
rather they represent a culmination of a process of social awareness.
Morcover, there is no specific criterion by which we can judge
conclusively that an cstablished practice causes a degree of
individual suffering that is undesirable at a certain stage of
progress (for living in society as we have hitherto had knowledge
of, inevitably demands a certain amount of compromise on the
part of the individual members) or that it is of a kind that is
avoidable. Any social decision that is taken on these matters is
usually preceded by many sporadic actions and objections on
the part of different individuals. We cannot therefore make a
hard-and-fast distinction between the questioning of a social
practice by a moralist and the often vague and inadequatc
questioning by common pcople of particular actions even when
they arc known to be instances of an cstablished practice. And
what is important for us is to understand and reflect on the stan-
dards that are implicitly contained in such acts of questioning.
Indeed, Toulmin himself suggests that there is no hard-and-fast
distinction between a ‘moralist” and an ordinary person and that
we arc all moralists in a limited way. If so, it is necessary for all
of us to understand what the standards arc by which the moral
value of cstablished practices is to be assessed and what is
involved in the acceptance of such standards; it is not enough to
know that certain practices arc established.

Certain of the difficulties mentioned above could be avoided if
Toulmin made a distinction between the conception of a social
practice or institution which is rclatively specific and particular
in nature and that of a general moral principle like ‘a promise
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ought to be kept’. The casc which he chooses to cstablish his
point that we cannot reason any morc when we have brought an
action under an established practice is really a casc of a principle.
If A says to B that he must take back a book to C on a certain
date, B might question why he must do so considering that it is
rather inconvenient for him. When A cxplains that he had
promised C that he would and a promise ought to bc kept
there is no more scope for a further questioning of A’s proposed
action for anyone who respects morality. We arc satisfied that
this is the case, for a principle is a standard by which we judge the
moral value of particular actions performed, and this standard is
self-cvident. What a moralist criticizes, however, is not a prin-
ciple but a practice which is not so valid, and its moral justifica-
tion can be assessed in terms of ideals or standards which we find
are acceptable for what they are, and this is to say that they do not
need any further justification. We cannot, so it sccms to mg,
satisfactorily understand the naturc of moral judgments without
the recognition of the self-cvident character of certain standards
that we apply in moral contexts.

To judge a particular action to be valid becausc it is an instance
of a self-evident moral principle and to judge a social practice to
be undesirable because it tolerates avoidable suffering arc not two
entirely different kinds of rational activities. For in both the cascs
that which is given is judged in terms of an ideal, the only differ-
ence being that the principle ‘a promisc ought to be kept’ embodics
arelatively specificideal, while the ideal involved in the conception
‘avoidable suffering should not be tolerated’ is more general. But
both are ideals which can be further explained by the highly
general conception of moral ‘ought’ which is a conception in
terms of which all that is of value for human beings from a
characteristic point of view may be understood.

It is because Toulmin pays little attention to the conception of
moral ‘ought’ that he seems to advocate that the question of
Justification of a particular action cannot proceed beyond that of
an cstablished principle. An individual in the English socicty
where monogamy is the established practice cannot, says Toul-
min, sensibly ask ‘Is it right for mec to marry onc wife or four?’
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By implication an individual in a Muslim socicty cannot ask ‘Is
it right for me to have more than one wife?’ For such a question
is really a question about the whole way of life to which this
practice belongs. A Muslim who is refusing to have more than
onc wife is questioning the institution of polygamy which really
means that he is questioning the whole way of life of the Arabs
and voicing his preference for an alternative way of life such as
the Christian. This to me is not, however, quite clear. Suppose
that an Arab tribesman is being persuaded to marry again when
he already has a wife. Is there anything against his questioning
whether it is right for him to do so even though his social system
sanctions it Again, is he necessarily questioning the propriety of
the social system itself if he is questioning the propriety of several
marriages in his particular case2 Further, why must he necessarily
question the whole way of life of the Arabs if he is questioning the
institution of polygamy: The expression ‘way of life’ includes
every aspect of social life and not merely the marriage customs.
And in spite of different institutions of a society being interrelated
a change of the whole way of life is not usually called for whenever
a need for changing any particular institution is felt. Otherwise
every reform would involve a radical transformation of the
society in question. Says Toulmin, ‘In general then if one is to
reason about social practices, the only occasions on which one can
discuss the question which of two practices is the better are
those on which they arc genuine alternatives: when it would be
practicable to change from one to the other within one society.
Given this, the question “Which is the better:” has the force of
“If we changed from one to the other, would the change have
happy or unhappy consequences on the whole:”” But, if this con-
ition is not satisfied, thereis, morally speaking, no reasoning about
the question, and pretended arguments about the merits of rival
systems—personal preferences apart—are of value only asrhetoric.™
It is not easy to sce what Toulmin has in mind when he talks
about change within one society. Society is not an entity that has
a definite structure in any literal sense of the term. It is a concep-
tion in terms of which we explain the characteristic connection
1 Reason in Ethics, p. 153.
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that there is between different institutions, practices, laws, ctc.,
of a group of people. To change any of thesc is to change the
character of the society to some degree or other. Yet it need not
involve a complete break with the socicty as hitherto existing, so
that we may still refer to it as the same socicty. When we talk
of one society we cannot mean anything which has an unalterably
fixed structure, for few societies, if any, have this. We mean a body
of institutions which although changing arc changing in a manner
so as not to lose completely, at any one stage of change, the
connection that different institutions have with one another, and
so as not to have the continuity that the present of an institution
has with its past completely destroyed. There is no rcason why the
institution of monogamy cannot be introduced into a Muslim
society without changing a Muslim society into a Christian onc.
And there seems to me to be good reasons why the institution of
polygamy should give way to monogamy.

Given the conditions that women in a society far outnumber
men and that the women concerned would rather share a husband
yvitl} a few others than remain unmarried, polygamy has its social
Justification. But such conditions may not cxist or they may
change, in either of which case the practicc of polygamy becomes
morally objectionable. There is a conception of marriage accord-
ing to which it is considered to be an exclusive relationship

etween two people based on recognition, considcration, and
affection for each other freely and equally bestowed. Under
polygamy the co-wives never realize the exclusive character
of the rclgtionshjp, nor do they cver attain the status of supreme
Personal importance shared equally with a partner in a joint
life as a married woman under the system of monogamy has the
possibility of attaining—while having no other alternative but to
centre their attention on a man who is incapable, from the very
nature of the case, of returning it alike. Judged by the standard
of what is desirable and attainable in the relationship of marriagc,
monogamy is certainly to be preferred to polygamy. And
unless there are specific circumstances in a particular Muslim
society which not only make polygamy necessary but desirable
under the circumstances, we are justified in saying that polygamy
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should not be practised now that the society practising it knows
of a better type of marriage relationship, namely monogamy.
We cannot therefore agree with Toulmin when he says “The
question ‘“Which of thesc institutions is ‘right’s” is therefore an
unrcal one, and there is no conceivable way of answering it—as
it stands.”

When Toulmin says that there is no morc place for reason in
Ethics after an cstablished principle like ‘a promise ought to be
kept’ has been cited in favour of a particular action, he appears
to rcject by implication the role of reflection in ethical under-
standing. A process of reflection is called for where one’s under-
standing of an issue is not as clear as one wishes it to be, and this
clarity is attempted by drawing out in greater detail what is
implied in onc’s experiences in this connection as looked at from
some characteristic point of view which one might confuse with
some other point of view that is in some ways different from it
(for instance, the point of view of moral ‘ought’ and that of
convenience for the doer). It is our higher-level experiences (as
against perceptual ones), those which involve complex distinc-
tions to be grasped by the use of abstract conceptions, like
efficiency and inefficiency, promise-kecping and promisc-break-
ing, that are, when expressed in language, in danger of being
confused with expressions of other related experiences of a some-
what similar nature. Reflection then is a process of thinking that
is aimed at the logic of a highly abstract conception, used from
a certain point of view, as distinct from the logic of arguments
and inferences. What I mcan is this. An abstract conception (i.c.
a term which has no sensible counterpart) takes shape through our
attempt to express somce of our higher-level experiences, a level of
experience at which we find ourselves whenever we are affected
in some particular manner through the recognition of certain
characteristic relations between features already experienced at
a lower level. To understand how certain things are related in a
characteristic way is to understand how they differ from every-
thing clse to which they are not being considered to berelated. The
logic of an abgtract conception then consists in the recognition

1 Reason in Ethics, p. 153.
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of characteristic differences between certain features alrcady ex-
perienced at a lower level (to be able to say, for instance, that
Miss A is an efficient typist onc must have expericnces of the sort
involved in the recognition of differences that there are between
the work of typists who make many mistakes, have relatively less
speed, ctc., and those who do not make many mistakes, have
high speed, ctc.). An abstract conception then can be defined by
explaining how the objects to which it applics differ in a character-
istic way from objects to which it does not apply.! This shows
that a process of reflection is a process where reason is employed;
and if so, reflection on the logic of moral concepts (which embody
our experiences of moral distinctions) is a rational process. And
such reflection is called for in view of the fact that our under-
standing of moral concepts is by no means clear of all confusion.

We can now see why we need not say with Toulmin that there
1s no more place for reason in Ethics once a particular action has
been shown to be the instance of an established principle like ‘a
promisc ought to be kept’. For there is still scope to reflect why the
conception of promise-keeping comes under the conception of
moral ‘ought’ o, in other words, what is the logic of this concep-
tion as viewed morally. There is, of course, no scopc for rcasoning,
for one cither already accepts that a promise ought to be kept, in
which case argument is unnecessary, or one docs not, in which
case it will be futile. For the conception of moral ‘ought’ is a
fundamental conception and it cannot be derived by a logical
process from something clse of which the objector might have
an experience. If therefore somconc says “Why do you say that a
promise must be kept: One has every right to break a promisc if
the keeping of it is very inconvenient. Can you prove that it is
wrong to break a promise:” we do not know how to answer. Hc
Who is asking this question is refusing to adopt a moral point of
view, for when one adopts this point of view one no longer needs
a proof that a promise ought to be kept (this question is different
from the question whether a particular promise ought to be kept

I'should like to mention here that the recognition of higher-level differences is relative

to our purposc and that the logic of an abstract conception is flexible, depending on the
context in which it is used.
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under a specific set of circumstances). We can only tell him why
we consider that a promisc should be kept, but this will appear
satisfactory only if he has alrcady adopted a moral point of view.
A discussion of the question why we consider that a promise
ought to be kept is not a uscless discussion, for it shows that an
established practice, institution or cven a principle of some
generality is not an ultimate fact in the sensc that all we can do is
to accept it. For a practice, principle or institution may morc
fully be understood in terms of the highly general and funda-
mental conception of moral ‘ought’ which expresses a level of cx-
pericnce at which we are affected in such a way by certain human
actions, attitudes, and states of affairs that we feel an cmotion
of approval towards them which accompanies the thought that
they are worthwhile for human beings for their own sakes.
Toulmin, of course, recognizes this level of experience when he
talks about the function of ethical concepts or about what
constitutes a good reason in the context of evaluating an existing
practice. The function of cthical concepts, says Toulmin, is to
harmonize people’s needs and interests, which implics, although
Toulmin avoids saying so, that a state of harmony is desirable for
its own sake, which the existing state that is being judged is not.
Again a good reason in favour of changing a practice is that
avoidable suffering should not be tolerated, which implies that a
state of affairs in human societics where there is no suffering is
intrinsically preferable to a state which shows evidence of
suffering. But these observations are not adequate to express all
that is involved in the higher-level experiences that we call moral.
The conception of harmony between people’s needs and interests
is no doubt involved in the usc of ethical concepts, that is because
the fulfilment of the needs and interests of a legitimate naturc of
individual human beings is morally possessed of value. When we
recognize this we find that the conception of moral ‘ought’
includes more than the conception of harmony between people’s
needs and interests, it includes conceptions of certain attitudes and
principles which are intrinsically preferable to their absence or
opposite in human affairs. A particular action might then be

judged morally, not in terms of how much harmony it produces,
E
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Jrernrecogmizes this. Tor although he mentions only the
’? Gative conception of avoidance of suffering as a good reason in
Ethics, he says that the moralist is also concerned with positively
achicving a good life, which is involved in the conception of
happiness as here adopted.

PART 2. IN WHAT SENSE DO WE INTUIT MORAL
CIHARACTERISTICS?

I have so far been suggesting that moral characteristics may
ecome, in somec sensc, objects of our knowledge. How exactly 1s
it that we know thems Quitc obviously, we do not know them
mercly through using our senscs, and some people would say that
what we cannot know through our senses we do not know at all.
As Strawson puts it in his paper ‘Ethical Intuitionism’ (prcscntcd
n the form of a dialoguc between North, an intuitionist., an
€St, an anti-intuitionist), they arc a matter of what ?s felt in the
heart, not of what is scen with the cyes or heard WlFll thg cars.
‘Promisc-kecping is right’ resembles ‘going al?roac‘l is cxc1t1ngl,
neither of which is a matter of knowing anything. *. . . the only
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i and
access to the moral world is through remorse and approval, a1

so on; just as the only access to the world of comedy i through
laughter . . .t

The argument appears to be that to say that we have some
other access is to claim that we somchow know the facts‘? th{lt
belong to this world. This is actually what is said by t‘h.C ntut-
tionists. Although I do not like to call mysclf an intuitionist, I
hold that we do know some facts of moral nature intuitively
when the term ‘intuition’ is understood in a certain way- I shall
therefore first of all expound the sensc in which I am using the
term before I proceed to deal with the objections raised by
Strawson. .

Whatever meaning the term ‘intuition’ may have, intuitive
knowledge has certainly to be distinguished from infer.cnu‘al
knowledge. Inferential knowledge is mediatc knowledge, 1.c. 11
inference we accept certain facts on the authority of certain
others. Intuitive knowledge is immediate knowledge, ie. 1
intuition we accept facts, if we do so, for their being what they
arc and not because they are in some ways entailed in other
facts that we already accept. Not only intuition but sense-percep-
tion as well can be contrasted with inferential knowledge, for in
sense-perception too we accept facts for their being what they
are and not because they arc entailed in other facts. Both percep-
tual and intuitive knowledge then are, in a certain sense, immedi-
ate knowledge. It is, of course, understood that we use our senses
in perception whilst we do not do so in intuition. Even so, the
fact that both perceptual and intuitive knowledge arc in a certain
sense immediate makes us expect that intuitive knowledge would
be rather like perceptual knowledge. That is to say, we expect
that the object of intuitive knowledge would present itself as a
simple quality of a non-natural kind before our mind’s eye, as it
were, in the same way as a quality presents itself to our visual or
any other sense in sense-perception. We are disappointed when
we find that we have no experience of any such mode of aware-
ness and this naturally leads us to deny that intuitive knowledge is

at all possible.

1 Philosophy, January 1949, p. 23.
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which in any case may not be measurable, but in terms of the
sort of attitude or principle of which it is an instance in a given
case. Again, there are other good recasons why an cstablished
practice should be altered or modified than that the suffering it
involves can be avoided. These reasons are connccted with the
moral requirement that the arrangement of social affairs should
be as consistent as is possible under a specific set of circumstances
with the conception that the individuals of a society should
achieve as much happiness and sense of fulfilment as they arce
potentially capable of. Now it is not my intention to suggest that
social affairs can be arranged in such a way that happiness would
automatically be produced in the members of a socicty. For
happiness, as we have conceived it here, can only be achicved by
an individual, it cannot be given to him ready-made. Neverthe-
less, the arrangement of social affairs may more or less help or
hinder individual attempts at achieving happiness, apart from
more or less preventing avoidable suffering. And after all Toul-
min himself recognizes this. For although he mentions only the
negative conception of avoidance of suffering as a good rcason in
Ethics, he says that the moralist is also concerned with positively
achieving a good life, which is involved in the conception of
happiness as here adopted.

PART 2. IN WHAT SENSE DO WE INTUIT MORAL
CHARACTERISTICS?

I have so far been suggesting that moral characteristics may
become, in some scnse, objects of our knowledge. How cxactly is
it that we know them: Quitc obviously, we do not know them
merely through using our senses, and some people would say that
what we cannot know through our senses we do not know at all.
As Strawson puts it in his paper ‘Ethical Intuitionism’ (presented
in the form of a dialoguc between North, an intuitionist, and
West, an anti-intuitionist), they are a matter of what is felt in the
heart, not of what is seen with the cyes or heard with the ears.
‘Promise-keeping is right’ resembles ‘going abroad is exciting’,
neither of which is a matter of knowing anything, “. . . the only
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access to the moral world is through remorse and approval, and
so on; just as the only access to the world of comedy is through
laughter . . .t

The argument appears to be that to say that we have some
other access is to claim that we somchow know the facts that
belong to this world. This is actually what is said by the intui-
tionists. Although I do not like to call mysclf an intuitionist, I
hold that we do know some facts of moral nature intuitively
when the term ‘intuition’ is understood in a certain way. I shall
therefore first of all expound the sense in which I am using the
term before I procced to deal with the objections raised by
Strawson.

Whatever meaning the term ‘intuition’ may have, intuitive
knowledge has certainly to be distinguished from inferential
knowledge. Inferential knowledge is mediate knowledge, i.e. in
inference we accept certain facts on the authority of certain
others. Intuitive knowledge is immediate knowledge, ie. in
intuition we accept facts, if we do so, for their being what they
arc and not because they are in some ways entailed in other
facts that we already accept. Not only intuition but sense-percep-
tion as well can be contrasted with inferential knowledge, for in
sense-perception too we accept facts for their being what they
are and not because they are entailed in other facts. Both percep-
tual and intuitive knowledge then are, in a certain sense, immedi-
ate knowledge. It is, of course, understood that we use our senses
in perception whilst we do not do so in intuition. Even so, the
fact that both perceptual and intuitive knowledge arc in a certain
sense immediate makes us expect that intuitive knowledge would
be rather like perceptual knowledge. That is to say, we expect
that the object of intuitive knowledge would present itsclf as a
simple quality of a non-natural kind before our mind’s eye, as it
were, in the same way as a quality presents itself to our visual or
any other sense in sense-perception. We are disappointed when
we find that we have no experience of any such mode of aware-
ness and this naturally leads us to deny that intuitive knowledge is
at all possible.

1 Philosophy, January 1949, p. 23.
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But there is no reason why we should cxpect intuitive know-
ledge to be like perceptual knowledge in this way. The mere
fact that we have two different terms ‘intuition’ and ‘sensc-per-
ception” shows that there arc two different processes involved.
This does not mean, of course, that a process of intuition is
something mysterious except in the sensc that anything that is
fundamental (cannot be entircly understood in the light of
something else) is a mystery. I must make it clear here that T am
not saying that any picce of human understanding is cither
perceptual, intuitive, or inferential. In our understanding  of
actual issues or things all the three modes of awarencss arc often
not only present but indissolubly mixed up. In making the
distinctions that I am making I am not suggesting that they arc
actually encountered in purity or isolation, so that if a picce of
knowledge may be called perceptual it may not be called intuitive
as well, and so on. The distinction is a distinction betwcen
recognizable aspects of our understanding of things rather
than between the understanding of cntirely diffcrent types of
things. What then have we in mind when we talk of intuitive
awareness?

Let us first sec in a little detail some of the differences involved
in our awareness of things. Suppose there is somecone who knows
nothing about electricity. He is shown an clectric plug-point and
told that he should not put his finger on it. He may agrec not to
do so but he does not see why he should not and the whole thing
remains incomprehensible. But then somebody explains to him
what electricity is and that he will get a shock if he comes into
contact with it through the point. Now the man not only agrees
but accepts in an understanding manner that he should not put
his finger on the point. This he understands on the basis of another
understanding about the functioning of what is called ‘electricity’.
It is therefore an inferential understanding, for unless one knows
something about electricity one does not understand why one
should not put one’s finger on a certain thing which is an clectric
plug-point. But one cannot have this inferential understanding
unless one also understands that a shock is not a thing to ask for.
This latter understanding cannot be explained merely in terms of
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physiology, for although a shock is a nervous twitch, the under-
standing that this nervous twitch is to be avoided is itself not a
nervous twitch. Neither can we call it an inferential understanding,
for onc docs not accept that a shock is to be avoided because this is
entailed in something clsc one understands better. Since animals as
well as human beings avoid whatever produces shock it would be
said that this is an evidence of instinctive understanding, and so it is.
But it is important to ask what wec mecan when we talk about
instinctive understanding. The term ‘instinct” does not denote
anything within us which can become an instrument of knowledge
in the same way as our eyes or ears can. It is a term by means of
which we explain the occurrence of certain types of behaviour
which arc related to one another in a characteristic manner and
which arc in some ways unlearnt. When it is said that we under-
stand certain things through instinct what is meant is that we
react towards the things concerned in our thoughts, feclings and
actions in ways that may be considered appropriate to them from
some point of view or other even though we have not exactly
been taught to react in those ways, and even though we have not
consciously figured out this appropriateness in our minds prior
to our actual behaviour. Instinctive understanding is then in some
ways an unlearnt recognition of certain features of our experience
as being of a certain kind; and this recognition occurs not prim-
arily through the instrumentality of the specialized function of
any particular sense organ (although this may be involved) but
through a total reaction of the organism to certain aspects of our
experience.

What is called intuitive understanding is akin in some ways to
instinctive understanding, although the issues that we understand
intuitively arc more complex than the issues that we understand
instinctively. It is unfortunate that people are inclined to believe
that to have an intuition is to be the favoured recipient of some
esoteric knowledge in a mysterious way (thoroughly incompre-
hensible to people who arc not specially favoured). I am of
opinion that intuitive awareness is quite 2 common occurrence
in human understanding, only the feeling that an intuition is not
worth its name unless therc is some mystery attached to it keeps us
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from recognizing this. I would say that any dircct recognition
of a difference between aspects of our experience which cannot
arise merely through the function of a sense organ and yet which
is acceptable as valid on its own evidence (i.c. it is acceptable for
being what it is and not because of something clsc from which it
may be deduced by a process of inference) is an instance of intui-
tive understanding. Let us take, for example, a diffcrence of a
complex kind which is grasped directly. To say that we grasp
something directly may suggest that what we know forces itself
on our attention in such a way that we cannot but know it to be
there. This is because of the association of the word ‘dircctly’
with sense perception. If our senses arc in order and we arc not
otherwise occupicd, an object of perception forces itsclf on us so
that we cannot but know it to be there. When I say that we know
an object directly in intuition I do not mean we cannot but know
it. ‘Directly’ here only means that we know the differences,
when we do know them, neither merely as a result of perceiving
anything nor of inferring it; it does not mean that we must know
fhfim whenever they are discernible in some sense. The word
directly’ or ‘immediately’ may also suggest that a process of
ntuition happens in a flash or that all of a sudden we become aware
Of things we did not know before. I am not using the words in
this way, although it is not impossible for some knowledge to
occur in a flash, There are certain complex differences to be found
within our experience which we intuit (i.c. know directly) but
2 recognition of which dawns on us slowly and gradually. But
hoWeV?r slow and gradual the process, in so far as it is a process
of intuition it is not 2 process of inference. That we may intuit
something slowly and gradually means that we, through a
gradually widening field of experience and a slow seasoning of our
personality to it, may ultimately get ready to notice certain
dlsce.rniblc differences within our experience to which we were
previously impervious. But when we do grasp the differences we
grasp them as such and not as the derivatives of something else
which we find are more directly acceptable.

Now, suppose that we know two people A and B, who are
engaged on the same sort of job, say selling a particular brand of
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toothpaste. A is not casily put off, has a lively intcrest in the
product, is always ready to take any pains necessary to convince
others of the superiority of his brand and so on, while B, if not
quitc the contrary of A, shows little of the traits mentioned. We
will then say that A is an industrious salesman while B is not.
How do we know this to be the case: It is tempting to say that we
infer this from their observed behaviour, but this will not do.
For when we say, ‘A is industrious’, we are not imputing to him
somc quality which is additional to what we have observed
about him; rather we are expressing the fact that we have grasped
the unity or the characteristic relation that exists between the
various ways in which A behaves in connection with his business,
and that we understand this to be in contrast with the sort of
behaviour that is exhibited by B. This I would say is an intuitive
understanding, although it no doubt involves perception and
inference in some ways as well. That is to say, the difference
between industry and lack of industry is a characteristic kind of
difference that we recognize directly and it is not revealed to us
merely through our senses or through a process of inference,
however much we may be helped to it through our perceptual
and inferential abilities. In the same way, a moral difference, say,
between considerate and inconsiderate behaviour is a character-
istic kind of difference that we intuit or discern directly in some
features present within our experience; and we discern this when
we have noticed how certain types of behaviour differ from others
in being respectful towards the individuals concerned as individuals
and in recognizing the importance that whatever makes their
happiness possible has to them. I have already remarked that to
say that this characteristic difference between two contrasted
types of behaviour is discerned directly is not to say any of the
things; that it is revealed to each and all whenever the contrasted
types of behaviour are present; that this difference presents itself
in a flash and all of a sudden we come to know of a difference
that we did not know before; that one is aware of exercising a
faculty whenever onc has an intuition other than the general
human ability of discerning recognizable differences and so on.

But it may still be felt that I have not really explained the
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incidence of a moral intuition and it is still a mystery how it can
happen. In a moral intuition, I have said, we recognize certain
distinct characteristics of a type of bchaviour in contrast to the
behaviour of an opposite kind. What is the relation between
these characteristics and the bchaviour itsclf: Arc thesc the
properties of the behaviour concerned in the way sweetness is a
property of sugar; and if so, why are we not aware of recognizing
that an instance of behaviour, say X, is respectful to Y as an
individual and mindful of the possibility of his happiness when we
recognise that behaviour X is an instance of considerate bchaviour?
I do not know how far I am able to give a satisfactory answer to
anyone who feels this particular perplexity. But the perplexity
is surely occasioned by a category mistake. If by ‘property’ is
meant a quality of an object like the sweetness of sugar that we
perceive by our senses, then whatever is called a ‘moral character-
istic’ is not a property, for by saying that we intuit it (in my sense
of the word ‘intuit’) we have already said that we do not per-
ceive it by our senses. What is called a ‘characteristic’ is something
far more complex than a sensible quality, and is not out there in
the same way as a sensible quality (which we are, theoretically
speaking, in a position to receive whenever we are in the presence
of the object and are not thoroughly absorbed in something
else). It is what some philosophers have called a ‘conscqucntial
quality’. This term may be interpreted in this way. An ordinary
quality like the sweetness of sugar is something that we come to
know directly through the instrumentality of our senses. We
know it whenever we are in contact with it, provided, of coursc,
we are not suffering from some physical or mental disability, and
we have no difficulty in understanding other people when they
refer to these qualities even when we are not in contact with
them. This is because these qualities are there indepcndcntly of
any specific approach that we may make to them. These may, then, be
referred to as first-order qualities for the sake of making a dis-
tinction between them and others. But there are other qualities,
preferably to be called ‘characteristics’, which we may discern
in the first-order facts (i.c. facts which are therce indcpcndcntly
of any specific approach to them) when we take up a certain attitude
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towards them or when we look at then from some point of view or other.
These points of view (or attitudes) are value points of view—
whether instrumental or intrinsic. For instance, we may look at a
man working at a particular machinc from a point of view from
which we wish to find out whether the man is discharging his
function cfliciently or not, and this is because we prefer cfficiency
to inefficiency or valuc it. If we decide to call the man ‘efficient’
we arc attributing to him a quality or characteristic which is
revealed to us not immediately, in the same way as sweetness of
sugar is, but when we approach the facts revealed relatively
immediately, in a certain way, takc up a certain attitudc towards
them, or look at them from a particular point of view; this then
is a higher-order quality or characteristic, it being noticed to be
what it is becausc of certain other things or qualities obscrved
more directly. A moral quality or characteristic is likewise a
higher-order quality which is discerned to be what it is because
of—or as a consequence of—our noticing certain other things
about a person’s character or conduct, or about a state of affairs
towards which we take up a certain characteristic attitude.
This quality or characteristic is not then out there in the same
way as the sweetness of sugar is. But it is out there in the sense
that it is not a product of individual fancy. It is out there when
we have developed or matured in such a way that we are ready to
observe certain higher-order distinctions which are not apparent
at first sight. We can do so because we are—to press a traditional
philosophical point—possessed of an ability to reason and a
capacity to feel complex emotions. Let me now give an example
of what I mean. Suppose that shopkeeper Y charges price P
and shopkeeper Z price Q for the same article X (let us suppose
that the commodity is controlled and the price fixed). The
difference between price P and price Q is such that I could say
that shopkeeper Y has charged me more than shopkeeper Z.
Then I also find out that price Q is the controlled price for X.
Now when I have found the state of affairs to be of this kind, I
would also, supposing that I am ready or mature for it, recognize
another order of distinctions, the awareness of which comes in
the wake of awareness of distinctions that I have already found,
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and it is this. The behaviour of shopkeeper Y as distinct from that
of other shopkeepers I know is dishonest, and whether I am
conscious of this to begin with or not, I shall find, if I reflect on
this question, that I consider it dishonest in so far as it is character-
ized by being the extraction from me of more than I can legitim-
ately expect to pay for the article involved. And I would not
think that this sort of behaviour is respectful to customers. 1 would
reflect in this way because I am somewhat indignant or disgusted
at shopkeeper Y’s behaviour. I come upon these characteristics
through reflection and not through my scnses, nevertheless these
characteristics (of not being respectful to customers’ rights, ctc.)
somehow qualify the behaviour in question; and these implicitly
recognize when I call it dishonest. If it would still be asked what
sort of characteristic this is, I can say no more than it is what it is
and that in the last analysis we know what it is not by abstract
thought but by a reference to our actual experiences of moral
distinctions. Again, if it be asked what sort of rcadiness is this
readiness to find moral distinctions, my answer would have to be
the same—it is the sort of readiness that it is and we can only
unflerstand what it is by reference to the ability of adult human
b?n}gs, who may be considered to be normal, to make moral
dlstl.nctions in contrast to the lack of such ability in pcople who
are in some ways below normal or abnormal as also in children
and aqimals. As to the relation between the characteristic and the
behaviour in question, this is that the characteristic can be dis-
cerned whenever a behaviour like this is present, if, of course, we
take up a certain value point of view towards the bchaviour in
question.

‘ The next Important question is: can we be mistaken in our
intuitions: I believe that just as it is possible for us to have an
illusory perception or to draw an unwarranted conclusion it is
also possible for us to be mistaken in our intuitions. What then is
the criterion for distinguishing a valid intuition from an invalid
one? The answer again has to be disappointing. There is no for-
}'nula by applying which one would automatically know a valid
intuition from an invalid one, just as there is no rule by applying
which one could automatically distinguish an illusory perception
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from a valid one. The question of criterion or rule is relevant
only in mediatc awareness, i.e. in inferential thinking where our
contact with the object is indirect. In intuition, as in perception,
we have to be content with accepting facts for what they appear
to be unless there is a definite reason to think what the facts are
not what they appear to be. An occasion for thinking that we
may be mistaken is provided by our subsequently having a
different perception or intuition of the same object or by our
perception or intuition being contrary to the perception or
intuition of other pcople. If our different perceptions and in-
tuitions of the same object agrec with onc another and with
those of other people, then to continue to doubt their authenticity
is to misunderstand the nature of these processes as processes of
human understanding. It might be said that even when no
manifest cause to doubt the validity of an intuition exists, we
cannot, in the absence of a test, be absolutely sure that there is no
cause for doubt. Perhaps not. But as long as no cause for doubt is
in evidence or can even be thought of on the basis of what we
already know, we are justified in treating our intuitions as valid
and this is all the justification we can have. It is sometimes thought
that it is the feeling of certainty that attaches to an act of intuition
which confers upon it the validity it has. But a feeling of certainty
may be present in case of an invalid intuition no less than in the
case of a valid one, although it is truc to say that we are certain of
whatever we intuit, when we have a valid intuition, even if we
cannot offer a proof to the effect that it is valid.

No doubt it may appear mysterious that we have a feeling of
certainty in respect of all our intuitions, and yet we are right in
some cases and wrong in others, particularly when we have no
criterion by which to distinguish the cases in which we are wrong
from the cases in which we are right. But this use of the word
‘mysterious’ is different from the one in which we are justified in
doubting that which appears mysterious, as in, ‘it is mysterious
indeed that you should be able to spend all these pounds on luxury
goods when to say that you have no other source of income than
your weckly [£s wage’. That we do have valid intuitions is not
mysterious in quite the same way, for when someone says, ‘I know
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it is wrong in general to break a promise, I cannot prove what 1
am saying, nevertheless I know by intuition that this is so’, we
do not think that there is any incongruity in what the man is
saying although we may not think that we have any such
intuition ourselves.

In the light of what has been said so far I shall now take note
of the objections against cthical intuition as raised by Strawson.
North, who is an intuitionist in Strawson’s dialogue, expounds
the intuitionist position thus: ‘“The fundamental cognitive
situation in morals is that in which we intuit the rightness of a
particular action or the goodness of a particular state of affairs.
We sce this moral characteristic as present in virtue of some other
characteristics, themselves capable of being described in empirical
terms, which the action or state of affairs possesscs. !

To this West, who is an anti-intuitionist, replies. A quality,
say redness, is such that we can understand what it means by
actually perceiving it in some object of our experience. It is
therefore sclf-contradictory to say, ‘I understand what the
quality redness means but I do not remember ever having sccn
red, nor do I understand what it is to sce red.’ Similarly, if the
word ‘right’ or the word ‘good’ expresses an indefinable
intuitive concept, then it is sclf-contradictory tosay: ‘Tknow what
the word ‘right’ or the word ‘good’ means, but not what
intuiting rightness or goodness is like’. If intuitionism is truc,
then this statement is a contradiction. But it is not at all obvious
that it is a contradiction.

To this I would say: the reason why Strawson does not remem-
ber ever intuiting rightness or goodness is that perhaps he means
by intuition a non-natural encounter, and possibly a sudden one,
with a non-natural property the recognition of which will be
forced upon him and this did not happen to him. But neither
has it happened to anyone who professes to have an intuition
of rightness or goodness. To have an intuition of rightness is to
come to recognize certain distinctions between contrasted types
of human behaviour of a certain order, and this recognition
involves an awareness which is in some ways non-sensible as

! Philosophy, 1949, p. 24.
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well as non-inferential, and it is a recognition not through the
instrumentality of any particular sensc organ or part of our
personality, but through our whole being, as it were. Anyone
who talks about rightness and goodness meaningfully must have
had a rccognition of this nature. One may not remember the
experience of having had a recognition of this nature, for it
might have happencd without one’s having consciously taken any
notice of it. But it surcly is possible for onec to know what it
mecans to have a recognition of this kind.

To continue. The intuitionist North says, ‘You intuit that an
action is (or would be) right, a state of affairs good, because it has
(or would have) certain other empirically ascertainable qualities.
. . . The total content of your intuition includes the “because”
clause . . .’* and it brings evidence in support of a verdict.

To this West replies, “When the jury brings in a verdict of
guilty on a charge of murder, they do so because the facts adduced
in evidence arc of the kind covered by the definition of “murder”.
. . . But the fundamental moral word or words, you say, cannot
be defined; their concepts are unanalysable. So it cannot be in this
way that the “because” clause of your ethical sentence functions
as evidence. “X is a right action because it is a case of promise-
keeping™ does not work like “X is a salt because it is a compound
of basic and acid radicals. . . .”’? Again, ‘Generally, we may say
that whenever q is evidence for p, either q is the sort of thing we
mean by “p” (“p” being definable in terms of “q”) or we can
have knowledge of the state of affairs described by “p” inde-
pendently of knowledge of the state of affairs described by “q”.
But neither of the conditions is satisfied by the q, the “because”
clause of your sentence.’® The because clause then does not
constitute evidence for an ethical judgment. West then goes on
to say that as ethical judgments are not infallible we must have
some evidence in their favour, if we are to say that these judg-
ments are of the nature of knowledge. ‘For to call such a judg-
ment “non-infallible” would be meaningless unless there were
some way of checking it; or confirming or confuting it, by
producing evidence for or against it.”s

! Philosophy 1949, p. 26. * Ibid., p. 26. 3 1bid., p. 27. 41bid., p. 27.
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Now to take up the remark of the intuitionist first. We intuit
an action to be right or wrong becausc it has certain empirically
ascertainable qualities which act as evidence in its favour. For
instance, we intuit that shopkeeper Y’s action is dishonest and,
which is the same thing, morally wrong, becausc it is an instance
of deceptively over-changing. Docs this ‘because’ clause which is
empirically ascertainable or does it not provide evidence for the
moral intuition and the judgment that the action is wrong: It
seems to me quite evident that it does, if we understand the word
‘evidence’ in a moral context. The ‘because’ clausc in a moral
judgment, says West, does not function in the same way as in a
legal judgment, where the jury brings in a verdict of guilty
because the facts adduced in evidence are of the kind covered by
the definition of murder. But the fact that a ‘because’ clause in a
moral judgment functions differently from a ‘becausc’ clause in a
legal judgment does nothing to show that the ‘because’ clause in
a moral judgment could not provide the sort of cvidence that
1s required in a moral context. Admittedly X is a right act
because it is a case of promise-keeping’ does not work like ‘X is a
salt because it is a compound of basic and acid radicals’. But what
does this proves It is a recognized fact that moral contentions,
however tenable, cannot be proved to anyone who refuscs to
accept the point of view of morality. And it is only a person who
refuses to accept the point of view of morality who would not
Fonsider that the statement ‘X is an instance of promise-kecping’
Isa g?od enough evidence, in principle, in favour of the judg-
ment X is a right act’. Let us suppose that X represents an action
of leaving a certain sum of money to a relative who was given to
understand that the money would be left for him. When we say
that 'this action is right because it is an instance of promisc-
keeping we are not offering whatever is called promise-kecping
as evidence in favour of the rightness of the act of leaving the
money in any ordinary sense (as freezing of water would be
evidence for the fall of temperature). Rather we are saying that
this act of leaving the money is an act of promise-keeping
because (i.c. we are here explaining what it means to say that it
is an act of promise-keeping) it involves the fulfilment of an
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cxpectation intentionally aroused in another. And in so far as it
involves this, this act is a type of act which we value from the
moral point of view, which is the same thing as calling it right,
because (here we are explicating what is involved in our valuing
it) it is by fulfilling such an expectation as against frustrating it
that we respect a person with whom we have dealings, and
recognize a need of his which appears nothing but legitimate.
Thus, in onc of the senses mentioned by Strawson in which q
may be an cvidence for p, namely the sense in which q is the
sort of thing that we mean by p, promise-keeping (q) is evidence
for the rightness of the act of leaving a certain sum of money
to the relative (p). For the paying of respect by one person to
another in some definite way, or the recognition of a certain
sort of legitimate nced of a person with whom one has dealings
in some special way, which is what promise-keeping is as viewed
morally, is the sort of thing that we mean by the rightness of
the act of leaving the money.

No particular cthical judgment is, of course, infallible. For
although the relative was told about the money, is it possible that
under certain extraordinary circumstances it would be morally
better not to leave the money to him. The judgment ‘the man’s
act of leaving the money to his relative is right as he promised he
would’ then may become an untenable judgment or at least a less
tenable one than another judgment. But if the sort of things we
have talked about in the above paragraph constitute evidence
(moral) for an ethical judgment, then the untenability (or com-
paratively less tenability) of a moral judgment is not decided upon
entirely without any evidence whatsoever. We can say that the
man’s act of leaving the money even when it is the fulfilment of
a promise is morally wrong only when we have reason to think
that by paying respect to the promisec through the fulfilment of
the particular promise made, the man has committed a dis-
proportionately great act of disrespect towards somebody or
other, also involved in the act (it might even be the promisee
himself in another capacity), and has overlooked the legitimate
nceds and interests of far greater urgency and importance that
have a claim on him, also to be found in the situation.
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To continue with anti-intuitionist objections. ‘Of course thesc
judgments are corrigible; but not in the way in which the diag-
nosis of a doctor is corrigible; rather in the way in which the
musical taste of a child is corrigible. Correcting them is not a
matter of producing cvidence for them or their contrarics, though it
is (partly) a matter of giving reasons for them or their contrarics.™
‘Of course, as you said, when we producce our reasons we arc
not often simply giving the causes of our cmotional condition. But
neither are we producing cvidence for a verdict, for a moral
diagnosis. We are using the facts to back our attitudes, to appeal
to the capacity of others to fecl as we fecl, to respond as we
respond.’

Now the corrigibility of a doctor’s diagnosis and that of
the musical tastc of a child are, quite obviously, diffcrent in
some ways; for the doctor’s diagnosis is a non-value affair whereas
the musical taste of a child is a matter of devcloping a scnse of
value. But they are not cntirely dissimilar in cvery possible way.
A doctor’s diagnosis may be shown to be wrong by rcference to
certain facts not hitherto taken notice of, a boy’s musical taste
may be improved by helping him to learn to appeal to more
satisfactory standards of evaluation than he has hitherto been
used to; and a standard of evaluation may be referred to as a
value-fact in the sensc that it is this standard as against anything
that opposes it that is acceptable in a certain context of cvalua-
tion. We can, says Strawson, give rcasons why a certain kind of
taste in music is a better taste, but if the reasons be such that the
kind of taste that is being recommended is accepted as a better
sort of taste then this is all the evidence that is needed or can be
given in such matters which belong to a value context. In any
case, when we offer reasons of this kind we certainly do more
than use the facts ‘to back our attitudes, to appeal to the capacity
of others to feel as we fecl, to respond as we respond’. We also
say that the attitude we are recommending is the sort of attitude
that fits the facts concerned best from a certain valuc point of
view. This is not only truc about musical tastc but also about
moral distinctions. So therc can be such a thing as a moral

! Philosephy 1949, pp. 27-8. 2 Ibid., p. 28.
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diagnosis after all, though we shall be disappointed if we tried to
understand it in the model of medical diagnosis.

Now if moral intuitions are fallible we cannot assert as a
necessary synthetic proposition, ‘All acts of promise-keeping are
right’. But if we intuit the moral characteristic rightness in an
instance of promisc-keeping there must be some sort of a necess-
ary connection between rightness and promise-keeping. We can,
says North, who is an intuitionist, assert as a necessary synthetic
proposition, ‘all acts of promise-keeping tend as such to be right’.
And wederive our knowledge of such general necessary connection
from sceing or intuiting in particular cases that the rightness of an
action or the goodness of a state follows from its being an action
or state of a certain kind. To this West replies: all As tend to be Bs,
simply mecans most As are Bs. If the moral characteristics follow
from some empirically ascertainable features of the action or
statc then they must always do so. If the characteristics follow
in certain cases and not in others then the connection is not
necessary.

To this remark of West I would say: there is a way of in-
terpreting ‘all acts of promise-keeping tend as such to be right or
to have prima facie rightness” which does not result in the dissolu-
tion of the necessary connection that an intuitionist talks about
between rightness and promise-keeping. Promises are made in
actual circumstances of life which may be of many different
kinds, and which may show relevance of a moral nature in many
different ways. The rightness of promise-keeping belongs to that
particular feature of an actual situation which is the intentional
raising of an expectation in another and the undertaking of
fulfilling it. In so far as this feature is present in any actual situa-
tion the action of fulfilling what has been undertaken fits it from
the moral point of view. And this fittingness of this action
to this feature of a situation is of a necessary character, ie. we
cannot say that sometimes the action of fulfilling what has been
undertaken, and sometimes the action of not doing so, fits from
the point of view of morality that particular feature of a situation
which can be expressed by saying, ‘someone has aroused in
another an expectation and has undertaken to fulfil it’. What

F
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actually happens is that some particular circumstance which
presents this feature also presents another feature of moral
relevance which cannot be respected if this feature is to be
respected and then the action of promise-keeping does not fit
this situation considered in the totality of its moral aspects, if the
other feature appears in some ways to have a greater claim on
the moral agent. ‘All acts of promise-keeping tend as such to
be right’ then is a statement about the actual acts of promise-
keeping as performed in concrete situations of life and not about
the activity itself called promise-keeping which considered in
abstraction from concrete and particular situations of lifc appears
to be the only act that fits a possible feature present in a situation
—and is in that respect possessed of rightness—namcly, that a
promise has been made. West, of course, might reply to this that
the characteristic which we intuit as morally good or right is
then no longer a characteristic which we find to be what it is
because of certain empirically ascertainable features of a situation.
For the rightness of promise-keeping has now become an abstract
conception of rightness that has nothing to do with actual
situations of promise-making and promise-keeping, and in so
far as this is the case it is no longer a characteristic that can be
found in the empirically ascertainable features of a situation. So
the judgment ‘promise-keeping is right’ no longer expresses a
synthetic necessity concerning our experience.
_ The force of this objection lies in the vagueness of the expres-
sion. ‘empirically ascertainable’. It is true that our conception of
the rightness of promise-keeping as such is not derived from an
examination of all the features that are present in any actual
situation in which a promise may be kept. But the feature of a
situation because of which the characteristic rightness belongs to
the act of promise-keeping is an empirically ascertainable feature
n th'e sense that it is found to belong to situations which are
Wlthm our actual experience; and it is that someonc has inten-
nonall.y raised an expectation in another and has undertaken to
fulfil it. But although this feature is empirically ascertainable,
Perh.aps it is not empirically ascertained on any actual occasion of
intuition of the rightness of promise-keeping. What I mean is
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this. When we have an actual intuition of the rightness of promise-
keeping, it is not because we have consciously sought out the
features of a situation and have found one because of which the
characteristic rightness belongs to promise-keeping; but rather
because we have been confronted with an actual situation, the
most predominant or the only moral feature of which is the
fcature we arc talking about, and it has struck us that an act
which is an act of keeping a promise is the act that fits it morally,
which is another way of saying that it has struck us that the moral
characteristic rightness belongs to an act which is an act of
promise-keeping. We are struck in this way when we adopt a
certain point of view (that of morality) towards the feature in
question, which means that the moral characteristic is not just
given or found in experience in the same way as sensible properties
are given or found in experience. It is given or found in experience
when we are ready to take up a certain point of view—and this
readiness presupposes a greater degree of matnrity than is involved
in our ability to receive sensible impressions—which means that
we arc in a position to adopt a certain point of view towards our
experience and are not mere recipients. Why we must adopt this
point of view is a question that I cannot answer, and whatever
mystery there is in our doing so remains insoluble as far as I can
sec. All T know is that adult human beings who are not markedly
abnormal or below normal do adopt this point of view, at times
and in certain respects, at any rate. When we have adopted this
point of view, a moral feature of a situation becomes an empiric-
ally ascertainable feature (in the sense that we can find it in our
experience) and the fittingness that a certain kind of action is
found to have to it expresses a synthetic necessity. That is to say,
when we adopt a certain point of view the fittingness that a
certain kind of act is found to have to a certain sort of feature of a
situation appears to be a fittingness that holds in respect of other
possible situations in which the feature in question is the most
predominant muoral feature. But the necessity remains a purely
analytical necessity, i.e. a matter of how you define rightness, so
long as the point of view of morality is not adopted. The right-
ness of promise-keeping is, no doubt, an abstract conception in
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so far as we cannot deduce from it our conclusions regarding
whether or not promises as they appear in actual circumstances of
life ought to be kept, but it still pertains to experience in so far
as the feature because of which this characteristic is found is a
feature discernible in some actual situations of life.

The intuitionist, North, says that we derive our knowledge of
general necessary connection between rightness and acts of
promise-keeping by secing that the rightness of a particular act
follows from its being of a certain kind. I would say that the
w?rd ‘derive’ here might be misleading, for it may lead us to
think that we see or intuit a particular necessary conncction first
and then subsequcntly arrive at a general necessary connection.
But a connection can appear to be a necessary connection only
yvben we implicitly recognize the generality that is involved
in it. That i?‘ to say, we can find that a particular act which is an
zc{: ‘qf keepmg-a promise is the only act that is fitdng w his

cwture of 1 RN, wamely, one has intentionally aroused
an ;xpcctauon,. etc., only by recognizing implicitly that this act
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nection that comgs o Xgmtmn.o the gf:ncrahty of this con-

2 recognition of 4 er. A moral intuition is thgn fundamm_ltall.y

general necessity of a certain sort which is

invol i .. .
v _I’cd in the presence of the sort of characteristic that is called
al.



CHAPTER IV

The Decision, Attitude and Command
Theories of Morals

I shall now examine several theories of morals which, by
suggesting that what moral judgments are concerned with are
decisions, attitudes, commands and so on, imply that they are
not concerncd with facts. My criticism affects these theories
only in so far as they may be taken to imply this. I have no wish
to suggest that these theorics have not, in their own ways, made
valuable contributions to a better understanding of morals.

PART I. THE DECISION THEORY OF MORALS

Some philosophers believe that it is through the concept of
‘decision’ that we understand the nature of morals. Decision
no doubt is a fact of very first importance in our practical moral
experience. But ‘philosophically the question is: can we explain
the characteristic nature of morality by reference to the fact that
certain situations in our lives demand that we should make a
choice between possible alternatives: Or is it that the morality
of any decision has itself to be understood by reference to some-
thing that is of intrinsic moral value: If so, we cannot explain the
fundamentals of morals merely by stressing the importance of
decision in moral life, even though the element of decision in
moral choicc needs all the stress that we can give it from the
point of view of moral practice.

A theory which denies that moral principles (or what are called
normative laws) can in any way be considered to be facts is apt
to make decision the central point in morality. The function of

8s
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normative laws is to guide our choice between alternative courses
of actions which result in our taking a decision. Natural laws
deal with facts and are statements describing regularitics of nature.
These two kinds of laws, says Prof. Popper, have hardly more in
common than a name. A distinction has therefore to be made
between (a) natural laws, or laws of nature, or positive laws, such
as thf: laws of the apparent motion of the sun, or the law of
gravity; and (b) normative laws, or standards, or norms, i.c. rules
that forbid or demand certain modes of conduct, or certain
procedures, Popper wishes to rescrve the name ‘natural’ for laws
?f type (a) and says that we can speak of ‘natural rights’ or of

m}glml norms’ when laws of type (b) arc mcant.
meng\;v cl}txal:alzf t t]? be denied that. there is 2 disFininn of funda-
nents dewnil) et between normative laws or prmgplgs and statc-
sciences, for tlngffegulantles of nature as dca'lt with in cmpirical
latter do not ;‘33 ormer relate to a value point of view al}d the
normative la.ws ‘it 1{) Is not true that those who have considered
fused them, o, PO0 ¢ natural in some sense Of otl'ler have con-
empirica] S,Cienceppf; suggests, with statcments wluc‘h we ﬁl;ld in
ambiguouys, Clarli. b fact, the terms ‘nature and . natural’ are
elong to the ve ¢ believed that what are morally right or good
own by intuitri}c,> nat]131rc of thmgs and thgs represent fact‘s to be
different from thatlg.f ut th.el.l hl‘s conception of nature is very
whole of God’ creat'a PhySICISt.. Naturc of things stz}llds foF the
sense of values, A m1on land. th%s 1ncfludes human b01.11gs with a
conception of ‘natureoraf pgna;:le is natural ?.CCOI'dlng to this
observed reg Ularityintﬁ things’ not bccause. it ‘stands f:qr any
of its senses) byt becaus ¢ non-human world (1c natura! in one
not, from the very natu: 1t ;_S acceptable, and its cont.radlctory is
at conduct from 4 value ¢ of the case, to a rational being loolfmg
of nature exclusively in tﬁomt of view. Popper, llovy§ver, thinks
fact that Popper is tin tl e sense ‘of phy5,1C3:1 regularities. But the
does not show that thgo Selc t}ell”m natural’ differently fron} Clarke
sense or other natural are who talk abput norms being in some
of course, that Clarke ancrlm Slgaken. ?t 1 Well. to remen nber here,
cerned not with conventior? lservatlons‘ similar to hl,s are con-
al moral views whose rightness, if
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they are right, often can only be understood by reference to the
tradition and way of life of a particular community, but with
general principles which can be found to be sclf-justifying to
any rational being with a sensc of value.

How difficult it is to get rid of the notion of naturalness in
morals can be seen from Popper’s own statements. The confusion
between natural laws and normative laws is quite unnecessary,
says Popper, since it is easy to speak of ‘natural rights’ or of
‘natural norms’ when laws of type (b) (i.e. normative laws) are
meant. If these laws have nothing in common with natural
laws rightly so called except the name law, one would like to ask
what would be the criterion of discerning what amongst our
rights, obligations and principles are natural; and it does not
seem to mc that a decision theory gives us any such criterion.
Indeed, it is difficult to see what Popper can mean by natural
rights or norms. His theory of ‘duality of facts and norms’ sets
forth that norms are by nature different from things that may be
called natural. Why should we wish to say that laws that are by
definition not natural have a natural character:

One would, of course, not wish to hold that general moral
principles can be derived from any observed regularity of facts,
natural or otherwise. For as Moore showed long ago in his
refutation of naturalism ‘what ought to be’ is something different
from ‘what is’; and this difference lies in the fact that ‘what
ought to be’” supposedly stands for something which we may
consider to be of value when approached rationally, whereas
what simply is makes no such claim. But it does not follow from
the above that what is valued cannot be considered to be a fact,
although, as is obvious, of a qualified kind. Why then can we
not say that normative laws express the nature of value facts?

A theory of absolute dualism between facts and norms—one
may recognize the distinction that there is between a statement of
observed regularity and a statement concerning what ought to be
and still not believe in absolute dualism—is fraught with grave
dangers as it lacks any criteria provided by the nature of things by
which moral decisions can themselves be valued. And nobody
would deny that a valuation of our decisions is possible and



88 The Concept of Morality

indeed sometimes necessary. ‘. . . we can,’ says Popper, ‘compare
the existing normative laws (or social institutions) with some
standard norms which we have decided arc worthy to be realized.
But even these standards are of our own making in the sense
that our decision in favour of them is our own decision, that we
alone carry the responsibility for adopting them.”* Here Popper
is making a distinction, notwithstanding his theory of critical
conventionalism, without the recognition of which no thcory of
morals can do justice to the whole field of our moral experience—
between conventional moral rules or practices connected with
established institutions of a particular socicty and moral standards
which are more than conventions. Conventional moral practices
(to say that they are conventional is not nccessarily to say that
they are not moral) no doubt take shape through the decisions of
generations belonging to a particular socicty. But they arc moral
not because of the decisions involved but because, as Popper says,
of their being in accordance with certain standard norms. But
what about these standard norms themsclves? Popper says that the
Stapdard norms are those which we have decided are worthy of
!Demg realized. But these norms do not become standards of our
qudgments by reference to which conventional practices arc to be
judged through our decision. On the contrary we decide in favour
of them as ultimate courts of appeal in our moral judgments by
recognizing that they represent facts which are in some sensc
natural (ie. not conventional). The standards, says Popper, arc
not to be found in nature, True enough if by ‘nature’ is meant the
physical universe, but they are found in ‘nature’ if the term
includes the sense of values of beings who arc capable of rcasoning
an d .Ieﬂection. It is one thing to remember the important dis-
tinction between non-value facts and value facts and another to
advocate that all norms including those of the highest generality,
which Popper refers to as standard norms, are conventional or
artificial.

Critical conventionalism, Popper is careful to stress, does not
assert that norms are, at any historical period, consciously intro-
duced by men, or that they are not of importance. It has nothing

! The Open Society, vol. i, p. 52.
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to do with the assertion that norms are mercly arbitrary. Yet it
must be admitted, says Popper, that there is an element of
arbitrariness in norms; but he does not make it quite clear exactly
in what sensc he is using the term ‘arbitrary’ which is ambiguous.
All he says is that there may not be much to choose between two
existing codes. This use of the term is very different from the
onc according to which a decision would be arbitrary if it does
not pay respect to all the facts relevant to the situation. There is no
clement of arbitrariness to be nccessarily recognized in morals
according to this latter use of the term. By using the term
‘arbitrary’ Popper probably means ‘made by men’s fiat and there-
fore decided’. Now even if we accept it that Popper is talking only
of conventional moral rules and not of principles, it is rather
difficult to justify the use of the word ‘arbitrary’ in this sense if
we are going to say that all moral rules are arbitrary. For some
moral rules grow rather than being the product of a conscious
decision and command of anyone in particular. It may, of course,
be said that such moral rules represent decisions of generations
but then the word ‘decision’ has somewhat changed its meaning.
For what Popper is advocating is a conscious decision on the part
of an individual agent to act according to a norm or not to do so.
The norm itself is not a product of decision in the same way and
is therefore not arbitrary in the sense that it is ‘to be decided by
one’s liking’, ‘dependent on will or pleasure’, ‘at the discretion of
anyone’, ‘derived from mere opinion or preference’ and so on (see
the Oxford Dictionary). The term ‘arbitrary’ suggests caprice;
if a norm takes shape through decisions of generations, it cannot
be said to be determined or regulated purely by caprice, for the
mere fact that generations have agreed in deciding to accept a
certain norm as a standard suggests that it is possible that the norm
has satisfied a certain moral demand in some way or other in
circumstances of a specific character for at least a number of
people in the community at some particular time. As circum-
stances, aspects of the character of the society, and the moral
awareness of people change, it becomes necessary to change the
norm into someth<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>