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1, Introduction.

A very great part of this essay is taken up with the
discussion of questions about the ordinary meaning of
various words and longer expressions, None the less,
this 1s neither a piece of amateur psychology unor a
criticism of uses of words in any literary aspect, but
an authentic philosophical study. To give the
investigation of meanings the amount of attention I have
given is inevitable in any work written from the special
philosophical point of view which this essay is intended
to illustrate. In reaching this point of view I have
been more influenced by the writings and teaching of
professor G. E. Moore than by any other single agency.
Since I shall often have occasion to refer to professor
Moore, and propose now to describe the philosophical
point of view I have mentioned, I think it necessary to
say that on those points in which I claim to have been
influenced by him I can not be sure that anything I say
is or ever has been part of what professor Moore thinks;
it is specially hard to be sure of this because professor
Moore's philosophical work is exceptionally subtle and
precise. And I shall be specisally liable to inaccuracy

in trying to put what may be called a Moorist point of view
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in general terms, and to say what is common to the ways
in which one would treat different sorts of question.

Professor Moore's philosophical method and point of
view are implicit throughout chapters V - X of

philosophical studies, appearing by way of their effects

on particular questions. The fullest and clearest

general account of them is given in a defence of common

sense in Contemporary British philosophy I1I. In section

IV of that essay professor Moore wrote 'I am not at all
sceptical as to the truth of such propositions as "The
earth has existed for many years past", "Many human
bodies have each lived for many years upon it", i.e,
propositions which assert the existence of material
things: on the contrary, I hold that we all know, with
certainty, many such propositions to be true. But I am
very sceptical as to what, in certain respects, the
correct analysis of such propositions is,' Again in
section Vv, ' just as 1 hold that the proposition " there
are and have been material things " is quite certainly
true ... S0 I hold that the proposition " There are and
have been many selves " is quite certainly true, but that
here again all the analyses of this proposition that

have been suggested by philosophers are highly doubtful.'

We may say in other words that all or almost all of the
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propositions which may be called in a certain sense
common sense propositions are certainly true; and that
there is no point in enquiring whether such propositions
are true, but there are reasons for enquiring how they
are to be analysed. Professor Moore spoke of the
analyses of propositions, But since most or all of the
sort of propositions to be considered are true, we can
equally well speak, 1ln a closely related sense, of the
analysis of certain facts or classes of facts. Anything

which was the analysis of the proposition the earth has

existed for many years past would obviously also be the

analysis in a closely related sense of the fact which
that sentence expresses. My own preference, which need

not be justifled here, is for avoiding the word proposition

as far as possible, and speaking only of facts and the
sentences which express thenm, Instead of saying whether
a proposition is true or false, I say what comes to just
the same thing, whether a sentence expresses a fact or
not, Very often when we are discussing analysis we
consider sentences about physical objects around us,

such as that is a chair, supposing on a certain occasion

this is the actual sentence on which the discussion is
turning, then it is of no consequence as & rule whether

the sentence as used on that occasion does express a fact,
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80 long as it is certain that similar sentences used in
similar ways do very often express facts. It is

immaterial, as a rule, whether I say that is a chair and

point at a chair, or say it and point at a table. So

in many cases what we are discussing is not the analysis
of the fact expressed by a particular sentence, but the
analysis of all the facts of a certain class, the class of
the facts which could be expressed by sentences having a
certain sort of resemblance to a given sentence, and used
in a certain way. Supposing we have discovered what is,
as professor Moore would say, the analysis of a certain
proposition, it will obviously be a perfectly simple thing
to define those senses in which we may say, if we prefer,
that it is the analysis of a certain fact or set of facts,
or that it is the analysis of a certain sentence or a
certain meaning. Since as a rule, when we are discussing
an analysis, whether a certaln sentence does express a
fact is no part of what we are asking, there is no need

to mention the fact or class of facts that is being
analysed. . I therefore prefer to speak as a rule of
analysing sentences or their meanings rather than
propositions or facts. But which of these four it is

that we analyse 1s not a subject for dispute but a matter

of taste.



So far I have not tried to say what an analysis is,
that is, what we mean by the word. This 1is a question
which has not yet been clearly and decisively settled;
but I shall try to say a little about those points
connected witn it which I think are fairly clear. I do
not think professor Moore has ever said in print in
exactly what sense he speaks about analysis, But the
account I shall give is certainly derived from the method
of analysis actually used in his writings and from what
he has said in lectures and conversations, When we have
found a particular analysis, we have always arrived at
some sentence which has the same meaning as a sentence
which we began by considering, or at the means of
constructing such a sentence, and which has the further
character of giving the analysis of the fact or
proposition or sentence which we were trying to analyse.
We may say if we choose that this sentence we have
arrived at is the analysis we required; whether we say
that it is or that it gives the analysis is indifferent.
In order to define analysis we have to decide what the
additional character is on account of which some sentences
having the same meaning as a given sentence are analyses
of it and others are not. The sense in which I am

speaking of sentences having the same meaning is, I think,
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a very ordinary familiar sense; the sense in which an
accurate translation has the same meaning as its original.
Whether two sentences have the same meaning in this sense
is a question unaffected by their stylistic or rhetorical
differences. I think I can give a comparatively brief
definition of having the same meaning. Two sentences
have the same meaning in this sense if, supposing one nas
been used by a certain person on a certain occasion to
express a certain fact, then the other could have been
used by the same person on the same occasion to express
the same faoti I give a much more elaborate definition
in my third chapter, which I think may be more correct
than this, or at any rate more precise. But whether this
definition or the other is the better, I feel sure that
this definition expresses a relation which holds between
the members of all pairs of sentences which have the same
meaning and only between them.

What the additional character is which distinguishes

{ The definition has to have this slightly clumsy
form, instead of saying simply that two sentences have
the same meaning if they express the same fact, because
there are so many sentences which express different
facts according to the circumstances of their use,
for example, almost all sentences contalning
demonstrative or personal pronouns, The more
elaborate definition is given on pages li&F—~Ii7.
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analysing sentences from other sentences with the same mean-
ing as a given sentence is much harder to say. There are
two characters which seem to be common to all the sentences
which there is good reason to think are analyses; first,
each 1s longer than the sentence it is supposed to analyse,
and second, when one has seen that the two sentences have
the same meaning one understands the analysed sentence
better or more clearly than before. The first of these
characters suggests one sort of definition, the second
another. The first suggests that perhaps an analysing
sentence always has more parts, each of which in some
sense or other corresponds to an element of the fact which
would be expressed by the sentence, than the analysed

2
sentence has, This seems to be the sort of account which

2 Professor Moore has made a suggestion of this sort in
discussion, and said in a letter in April 1932, 'I think
one can say that “x 1s male and at least one of his
parents was also a parent of y" contains more words each
of which has a separate meaning than does "x 1s brother of
¥"; eand that you would not be giving an analytic
definition of "brother" by saying "x is brotherefy= def.

x is male and at least one of his parents etc.”, unless
this were the case.' Professor Moore has also
distinguished in discussion between the analysis of
propositions and the analysis of concepts, and would, I
think, say that the illustration given in my quotation is
a suggested analysis of a concept. I do not know how far
there would have to be a formal difference between the
ways in which one would define analysis of these two
sorts, or whether professor Moore would think, as I am
inclined to think, that the analysing of a oongept and
the analysing of a proposition can be defined in the same
way. If ethical expressions can be analysed, the
analysis of them will generally be analysis of concepts.
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was given in Logical constructions by John Wisdom, in

Mind 1931-53 though it is hard to be sure that I have
classified Mr. Wisdom's opinions rightly. His work is
the most thorough and detailed attempt I know to answer
qQuestions connected with analysis, and shows great
insight into those questions. I think I agree with the
tendency of his theory, but it is expressed by means of

a very intricate technical vocabulary, and I have
certainly not understood everything that he said, It
may be possible to give a formal definition of the way in
which the parts of an analysing sentence correspond more
closely to the elements of a fact than the parts of an
analysed sentence, If this were done, it might happen
that two sentences had the same meaning and stood in this
other defined relation, and yet one seemed not to
understand the analysed sentence any better as a result
of recognising this. Because of this possibility, which
seems to be realised in some cases which would fall
within any formal definition which has been given, a
further clause may be needed in the definition, of the
sort that the second of the two characters I mentioned

suggests. But I think it is a matter of cholce whether

3  Mind, April, Oct. 1931, Oct. 1932, Jan.,%g§él
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we linsert such a clause. The alleged analyses which do
not seem to help us to understand what they analyse any
better tnan before are presumably superfluous because they
concern a subject about which most people's minds happen
already to be fairly clear. We may if we choose define an
analysis as a sentence which not only in a certain way
corresponds more closely to a fact than some other, but
also clears our minds; or we may, as I think is more
convenient, not include this latter clause in our
definition, but distinguish between those analyses which
are helpful and those which happen not to be,

Evidently the aim of philosophers who take the sort
of point of view I have described is in a certain sense

not to discover new facts, but to elucidate familiar facts.
They do, of course, hope to discover some new facts,
namely facts that some sentence or other is an analysis;
but only facts which stand in a certaln special relation
to facts already familiar.

What I have said so far very likely difters in many
points from what professor Moore would say on the same
subject, but it may none the less be called a conventional
account of analysis and analytic philosophy. There is
one point I should like to mention briefly in which I am

somewhat doubtrul about the correctness of this conventional
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account, My doubt on this point seems to have been
shared by the late F. P, Ramsey, who wrote in one of his
short paper;t ' I do not think it is necessary to say
with Moore that the definitions explain what we have
hitherto meant by our propositions, but rather that they
show how we intend to use them in the future.' It seems
to me probable that sentences do not either have fixed or
accepted meanings or not have them, but that they differ
in the degree of fixity or acceptance of their meanings.
When we have found something which is what we call the
analysis of a certain sentence whose meaning has a low
degree of fixity, I am doubtful whether it is really true
that the analysis has the same meaning as the analysed
sentence. Rather, I am inclined to think, the analysis
expresses a fact, or could express a fact of a certain
class, which was not familiar to us before, but which was
linked in some way or other with the circumstances in
which the analysed sentence would be used, although the
analysed sentence would not have been used to express
that fact or a fact of that class, I give as an

5
incidental part of my third chapter a slightly more

4 The foundations of mathematics page 262,
Iast papers, F philosophy .

5  On pages B!-3 and 90-2.
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precise but very conjectural account of the way in which
sentences may perhaps differ in the degree of fixity of
their meanings, and the way in which an analysis may
perhaps sometimes give, not the meaning of an analysed
sentence, but a meaning which it is somehow or other
proper to substitute for it. When the meaning of an
analysed sentence has a high degree of fixity, as perhaps
we can secure that it generally has, I think the sentence
which would be called its analysis very likely does have
the same meaning.

In forming my view of ethics I have again been more
influenced by the writings of professor Moore than by any
other single agency. But there are many of professor
Moore's opinions about ethics, as there are not in other
subjects, of whose truth I feel doubtful. Professor
Moore's ethical theories are most fully and systematically

expressed in Principia Ethica; and various parts of them

are treated in detail in Ethics, in chapters VIII and X

of Philosophical studies, and in his contribution to the

symposium is goodness a quality ? in proc., arist., Soc.

sup.vol, XI, 1932. In this last paper he said, on

page 127 that in Principia Ethica ' all the supposed

proofs' that goodness was indefinable 'were certainly

fallacious.,' So professor Moore's ethical opinions have
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certainly changed to some extent in the thirty years

since Principis Ethica was written. But I think their

general outline has probably remained the same , The
part of his ethical theory on which the rest turns is that
which I nave just mentioned, namely that goodness in a
certain sense is indefinable and is a quality. This
particular part of his theory is that about which I am most
sceptical, and it is examined and criticised in detail in
my second chapter, The remainder of his ethical theory
I am, within a certain limitation, much more inclined to
favour. I shall try to give an outline of that part of
his theory which I find convincing, and say how it is
related to the part I have mentioned. It is possible that
I shall not succeed in stating a theory which is exactly
what professor Moore has at any time thought; but even so
I shall be satisfied if I can express the theory which I
have arrived at as a result of reading what professor Moore
has'written, and which does seem to me very convincing,
but for a certain difficulty which I have just referred to
and shall shortly explain.,

This theory is that all ethical expressions can be
defined, or at any rate explained or interpreted, in terms
of one sense or group of senses of the word good, that

sense or that group in which good has the same sense as the

phrase intrinsically good, and which according to professor
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Moore is indefinable, Supposing the use of the word good
which I am trying to identify proved to consist of several
different senses, then one would probably have to say that
there was one of these senses in terms of which all the

other members of the group could be defined, and likewise

e (s
all other expressions, either directly or by‘25§§a¢af
U growp oo a uff @] olfinuelves,

d o 4 A
T d

1.,

The way in which
according to this theory such words as right and duty
would be defined or explained is particularly striking.

In Principia Ethica, chapter V section 89, professor

Moore wrote 'what I wish to point out is that "right" does
and can mean nothing but "cause of a good result", and is
thus identical with "useful"; whence it follows that the
end always will justify the means, and that no action which
is not justified by its results can be right,' In this
and other statements professor Moore quite plainly

claimed that rightness was definable in terms of goodness.
Mr, W. D. Ross has pointed out, on page 10 of the right

and the good, that professor Moore had perhaps ceased to

think that rightness could be defined in terms of goodness
when he wrote his later book, Ethicsy but that even if
he had given up thinking this he continued to think that
whether an act produced a good result was a test of its

rightness, that is, that there was some character definable

in terms of goodness which all right acts and only right
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acts possessed, In that case I should say that
rightness was not to be defined, but, in the words I

used above, explained or interpreted, in terms of
goodness, I think professor lMoore's definition of
rightness which I have quoted is rather vague, and I
think that as a matter of fact the word right undoubtedly
has a number of different uses in which it may be called
an ethical expression, and of which not more than one or
one group could possibly be defined by professor Moore's
definition, The sort of theory which professor Moore
has expressed has been named by Hastings Rashdall ideal
utilitarianismi and by Mr. Ross agathistic utilitarianismz
These names have peen given because the theory formally
resembles ordinary, that is, hedonistic, utilitarianism,
but differs from that theory in that in ideal
utilitarianism a certain indefinable character takes the
place taken by pleasure in the older theory, The theory
originally called utilitarianism had a kind of multiple
adaptation, which made it possible for the form or
structure of its account of rightness to be incorporated

in other theories which avoid the sevident mistakes made

6 The theory of good and evil, book I ch, VII
g VIII,

7 The right and the good, page 9.
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by Bentham and Mill about goodness and pleasure. Any
theory which contains this formal or structural element
might be called utilitarian in a more inclusive sense.
All theories which are utilitarian in this sense give as sa
test of the rightness or wrongness of any action the
extent to which some character, for example goodness or
pleasure, has occurred or would occur or be likely to
occur in the world as a result of it, in comparison with
the extent to which the same‘gharacter would occur as a
result of alternative actions; and they give this test
elther on the ground that to call an action right is
simply to say that it is related in a certain way to the
occurrence of a certalin character in the world, or on the
ground that all right actions and only right actions are
related in a certain way to the occurrence of that

character.

I believe in ideal utilitarianism to this extent. I

g this is the mosc¢ compendious way I can find of
putting a theory of the sort I am considering in the
most general form. If I spoke of the extent to
which the results of an action display some character,
for example, goodness, or of the goodness, or
whatever it may be, of the results, I should not
allow for the possibility that the character in
question belonged to the action itself, or to wholes
of which oither the action itself, or previous and
simultaneous happenings, or both, were parts,
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feel sure that any theory which both denies the truth

of every sort of utilitarianism, and gives some
interpretation of the meanings of the words right and
good in their ethical uses, is false; and I feel sure
that every sort of hedonistic utilitarianism, whether to
the effect that intrinsic goodness can be defined in .erms
of pleasure, or that something to do with pleasure is a
criterion of the presence of some other character, called
intrinsic goodness, is false. But both professor
Moore's attempt, and all other attempts I know of, to
explain the meaning of such expressions as intrinsic
goodness seem to me very dubious. This is the
limitation or difficulty I referred to above. In my
third chapter I suggest, without stating it as at all
certain, a radical kind of scepticism about ethical
expressions, to the effect that the meaning of those
expressions can not be explained simply because they

are meaningless, Supposing this sceptical theory wers
true, as I think it may be, it is hard to say what reason
I should have for favouring some kind of utilitarianism
more than other false theories, although I should
certainly be inclined to favour 1it. But suppose we

use the word utilitarianism, not as a name for a definite

type of theory, but simply for a practical maxim, to the
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effect that in considering questions about conduct it
pays, or is worth while, to give attention to results,
then I think I may say that I am certainly a utilitarian
in the sense that I believe in that maxim, even if it is
difficult to say exactly how such a proceeding pays.

And there is one further point about which I think I am
much more inclined to agree with professor Moore than
with most upholders of theories contrary to his, It
seems to me tnat if such words as good and right in their
ethical uses have meanings which we can explain, then

it is very probable that their meanings can not be
explained wholly in natural terms; &and I am even more
prone to think that no naturalistic definitions of them
that have been suggested and that I have heard of are
correct,

I am afraid that the sense in which I write about
ethical expressions or ethical uses of expressions may
not be very precise. I assume throughout this essay
that it is fairly clear what the expressions and uses are
to which I refer in this way: and I think probably 1t is
clear, except about a few doubtful cases. But I should
express myself much more clearly if I could define the
gsense in which I call these expressions or uses ethical,

by saying that they are expressions which have a certain
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sort of meaning. This definition I am precluded from
giving by my uncertainty, upon which this whole essay turns,
whether they have any meaning in the ordinary sense, and if
they have, then what sort. But I am afraid that I
occasionally use language which suggests that I do know
part of the definition of the sense in which I call certain
expressions ethical; I think perhaps I sometimes write as
though if an expression stood for, or could be defined in
terms of, a noﬁ—natural character, it would be an ethical
expression, I think there may be an ordinary sense of the
word ethical such that if an expression had the sort of
meaning I have described it would follow that it was an
ethical expression, and a sense such that to call an
expression ethical is to say that it has such a meaning.
But if so, it is not in either of these senses that I
generally call expressions ethical; I suppose my usual
practice is to call an expression or a use ethical if it
is one which ethical philosophers have often discussed,
or of a sort which they have often discussed. But this
answer Of course makes it hard to settle the question
who ethical philosophers are.

I tried to explain in outline in the earlier part of
this chapter the procedure which I called analysing. The
extent to which this procedure can be applied to ethical

questions is unfortunately very uncertain, If a clear
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and conclusive account could be given of the meaning of
one single ethical expression, whether in the form of an
analysis of it or the discovery that no analysis of it
was possible, as professor Moore has suggested about
goodness, we might hope that analysis on the regular plan
could be applied to other expressions, which we should
hope to be able to define partly by means of the
expression first defined. But so far, it seems to me,
no such clear and conclusive account has been given of any
expression, Accordingly the greater part of this essay
consists, not of attempts at analysis, but of preliminary
investigations to discover whether analysis is possible.
These investigations consist in part of criticism of
suggested analyses of certain expressions, and in part of
the testing of hypotheses from which it would follow that
anglysis is not possible for any ethical expressions,
There is an assumption about the use and meaning of
words which is very commonly made by analytic philosophers,
and which I am afraid is often made in this essay, but
about whose justification I am very doubtful. This
assumption is that as a rule it is possible to make clear
exactly what sense or use of an expression one wants to
consider in some quite simple way, for example by saying

that it is that use or sense in which the expression in

question has the same sense as a certain other expression,
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or that it is the sense the expression would have if a
certain sentence preceded it, or the sense it would have
if it were used during the occurrence of a certain
physical condition, or by mentioning some other single
c¢ircumstance which might accompany its use. It is assumed
that either by connecting an expression with some other,
or by indicating by some simple means an occasion on which
or a written context in which it might be used, we can
identify what is commonly called a particular sense of an
expression, in the sense in which we speak of the police
identifying a prisoner. It is difficult to. be quite sure
how far assumptions like this are justified, because the
meaning of expressions about the different senses of an
expression has itself not yet been adequately analysed.
But I think the general assumption is probably mistaken,
although there may be some expressions whose use is
specially simple and uniform and whose senses can be
jdentified by such simple means as I have described. I
think as a rule the question what sense an expression has
on a certain occasion is the question what sense most
hearers or readers would be likely to attach to it on
that occasioni The sense which hearers or readers attach

to an expression probably depends upon & very complex set

9 Whether this is so is discussed more fully in
my third chapter, on pages (06—3.
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of circumstances, If the expression is spoken, the

sense which its hearers attach to it will very likely

be affected by a great many parts of a preceding
conversation, by the tone of the conversation, serious or
frivolous, by their knowledge of the speaker's character
and interests, by the reasons for which those present have
met, by the place, the time of day, or a variety of other
causes, or by several of these circumstances. Similarly,
if an expression is written or printed, the sense which
its readers attach to it may be affected by the whole or
many parts of what comes before it in the piece of writing
in which it occurs, their xnowledge of the writer's
opinions, their knowledge of the expression's use by
other writers on the same subject, and so on. And I
think I have only mentioned causes by which it 1is
reasonable to be affected. Supposing the question to

be settled is not what sense an expression has on a
particular occasion, that is, what sense would be attached
to it by hearers or readers, but in what sense an
expression was used or would be used on a particular
occasion by a writer or speaker, then I think there is
probably just as great a variety of causes which may
affect the sense the writer or speaker attaches to it,
The sense which is attached to colloquial expressions is

perhaps specially affected by the variety of causes I
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have described, for the use of colloquial expressions is
&8s a rule exceptionally flexible and adaptable to the
needs of the moment. Analytic philosophers have very
often made a point of concentrating their attention on
colloquial expressions, and trying to analyse the
meaning of colloquial expressions in uses which they

try to identify. So for their purposes the simple kind
of identification I have described is specially likely
to be inadequate,

It seems to me that we need to develop a new method
of pointing out the sense of an expression to which we
want to attend. As it is not yet clear to me &kﬁﬁ
exactlyxthis is to be done, I have not tried to use such
a method in this essay. But there are several courses
with which it might be useful to experiment. We might
construct a whole conversation or a whole argument in
which a certain expression would be used, and say that the
sense which is to be considered is that in which the
exprossion is used in a particular place in that
conversation or argument, Or we might be able to find
uses of the expression in some novel or story, by a
writer who used words with care, in which it seemed to
have the required sense; we should then say that the
sense to be considered was that in which the expression

was used in a particular place in that book or story, and
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it would be understood that in order to discover precisely
what sense was in question it was necessary to read the
whole or a large part of the work referred to. Or we
might refer to a large number of passages in books in each
of which a certain expression seemed to have the same
sense, Very likely there are many other methods by which
it may perhaps be possible to point out exactly what sense
of an expression is under discussion. I am sure that some
method or other whicn shows the sense of an expression by
much more elaborate means than are generally used is very
often needed.

In the second chapter of this essay as I have said
above, I examine and criticise professor G. E. Moore's
theory about the meaning of such expressions as

intrinsically good, Professor Moore's theory does not

give an analysis of goodness, since it is to the effect
that goodness is indefinable; but it may be called in a
sense a theory about analysis, for it would show, if it
were true, what place goodness can take in the analysis
of other expressions, In my third chapter I enquire
whether all ethical expressions can be analysed in a
particular way in which it has often been supposed that
they can, namely the naturalistic way; I suggest that

perhaps they can not be analysed but can be explained in

that way, and I put forward a hypothesis under which all
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ethical expressions would be in a certain sense
meaningless, and it would follow that they can not be
analysed., In my fourth chapter I éxamine the meanings

of various expressions about reason, which have not up

to this point been specifically included in the scope of
what has been said; for many of these expressions I
suggest analyses or describe ways in which they could be
analysed, and try to show that they are always to be
analysed in terms of natural characters unless they contain
such a word as good. In my concluding chapter I consider
the way in which it may be reasonable for our use of
ethical expressions to be affected by the considerations
that have been put forward; and I enquire whether we

can discover typical states of affairs which commonly
accompany the use of ethical expressions, whether or not
they give us tne means of defining those expressions; and
whether ethical expressions have any special and
characteristic use in those situations in which people
present can assume that they have a certain community

of purpose or interest.
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2 INTRINSIC GOODNESS as a QUALITY.

The account given by Professor Moore of one or one
group of our uses of the words good and goodness, that use
or group,namely, in which these words are used in the same

senses in which we use the phrases intrineically good and

intrinsic goodness, is that goodness in this sense is a

quality. On pages 10 and XIIT of the third impression of

Principia Ethica he used the words'"good" denotes a simple and

indefinable quality,! and 'denotes one unique simple object

of thought.' On page 126 of Is Goodness a Quality (Proc.

Arist. Soc. Sup. Vol.XI) he said 'what I meant by saying
that "good" denoted a guality I think I can say quite simply.
I meant merely that the character of being worth having for
its own sake was a character and was not a relational pro-
perty'. I shall try to discover first what professor lloore
meant when he called goodness a quality, and next whether
what he meant was true.

The clearest indication known to me which professor
Moore has given in print of the way in which he used the

word quality in Principia Ethica is in the third of my

quotations. I think I understand how he was there using



26

the word character, and I shall try to explain his use
there, although I cannot define it. If I say that there
are such things as charactersin that sense, I am not
stating a philosophical theory, but am saying something
quite obvious to anyone who understands my use of the word,

perhaps something tawtological. If I say the carpet is

red I ascribe a character in this sense to the carpet; 1if

‘ a
I say this carpet is too big for the room I ascribeAphar—

acter to the carpet and also another character to the room;

if I say if it rains we shall get wet I ascribe characters

to rain and to us. If there are such facts as sentences
like these would express 1t follows that there are characters
in this sense. The word property is I think also some-
times used in this sense. Suppose redness were a quality
in professor lioore's sense, then we could aiso say that

the character of being red is a character and is not a
relational propertye. And since under professor lloore's
definition every character must be either a quality or a
relational property, it is pretty clear that the characters
agcribed in my second and third sentences would be of the
latter and not the former sort. If I am right in think-
ing that professor lloore was using property in the same
sense in which he was using character, then the definition

of quality which he gives 1s simply that a quality is a
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non-relational character.

Bﬁt this definition does not I think suffice to show
exactly how professor Moore was using the word gquality.
This use can perhaps be further explained by considering his
statement that ' "good" is a simple notion, just as
"yellow" is a simple notion', and a passage of which I
have already quoted part, 'there is . . « no intrinmsic
difficulty in the contention that "good! denotes a simple
and indefinable quality. There are many other instances

of such qualities. Consider yellow, for example.'

(Principia Ethica pages 7 and 10). From these passages

we can add two parts to professor Moore's account of good-
ness; he not only thought that goodness was a non-relation-
al character, but also that it was something simple, and
that there was some analogy between it and yellowness.

What exactly is the effect of these additions depends

upon the ways in which professor ioore was using the

words simple and yellow. It seems to me that simple has
several different senses, and yellow perhaps more than one.
But it 1s fairly clear that yellow has one single sense

or group of closely connected senses in which it is far
more commonly used than in any other way. If I say the

carpet was yellow, or I have a yellow tie, I am using the

word in this ordinary sense. To consider this sense may
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help us to see how professor .loore was using the word
simple. For there 1s a sense or group of senses of
gimple in which yellowness im this ordinary sense is

certainly not simple. To say that the carpet was yellow

has the same meaning as to say there is gome shade of

yellow which was the shade of the carpet; thus yellow-

ness in the ordinary sense is something general or
determinable, not completely determinate, and it is
therefore in a certain sense not simple. In the sense
in which yellowness is not simple, the determinate shade
of yellow, on account of whose occurrence a statement
about yellowness is true, is simple. In what sense
would professor ‘oore have said that yellowness was
simple? He may have been using the word yellow as
though it stood for a determinate shade of yellow, and
have intended to say that it was simple in the sense I
have just tried to distinguish. Or he may have been
using simple in another sense, some sense for example in
which to call a thing simple is to say that it is not
composed of parts, or that it is not a conjunction of
geveral characters. In that case he may have wanted fo
say that yellowness either in the ordinary sense or in
the other sense I have suggested was not composed of
parts, or was not a conjunction of several characters.

Each of these statements is clearly true.
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To discover in what sense professor Moore sald that
goodness was simple we must consider the effects of his
comparison with yellowness. If the comparison was with
yellowness in the ordinary sense, professor Moore either
did not intend to say that goodness was simple in the first
sort of sense to which I drew attention or made the mistake
of thinking that yellowness was simple in that sense; and
I think the latter alternative unlikely, as I think it un-
likely that he thought yellowness in the ordinary sense a
determinate character. Now it seems to me, though it is
hard to be sure on such a point, that the only senses of
the word simple which could be relevant in a discussgion of
this kind fall within one or the other of the groups I have
distinguished. If this is so, professor Moore either in-
tended to say merely that goodness was not composed of
parts or was not a conjunction of several characters, or
was using the word yellow otherwise than in what I have
called the ordinary sense. Suppose the latter alternative
were true, it would be compatible with the truth of the
former, but also with possibilities incompatible with the
former. For 1f professor ioore was using the word yellow
to stand for a determinate shade, he may none the less have
intended to say merely that goodness was not composed of

parts or a conjunction of characters, but he may have
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intended to say that it was simple in the first sense which
I pointed out, the sense in which a determinate shade may
be simple, but an indeterminate character is not. 1t
seems to me that if anything is simple in this sense it
follows that it is also not composed of parts and not a
conjunction of characters. I therefore think it likely
that in any case part of what professor illoore intended to
say or of what followed, if that is different, from what he
intended to say, was. that goodness was not composed of
parts or not a conjunction of several characters; and I
think it fairly clear that, if he was using the word
yellow in its ordinary sense, this was all he intended to
say in calling goodness simple.

But I do not feel sure that professor lioore was not
using the word yellow otherwise than in the ordinary sense,
whether as though yellow were a determinate shade or in
some other way. If so0, he may have wanted to say that
yellowness and goodness were simple in a sense in which
only a completely determinate character can be, and con-
sequently that goodness was not, as is yellowness in the
ordinary sense, something general or determimable. I do
not know whether there is any sense in which the word
yellow could properly have been used, other than the
ordinary sense, so that yellowness would not be a determin-

ate shade, but it seems to me not. I suspect that
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yellowness in the ordinary sense may be a relational
character, and therefore not a quality in professor
lioore's sense; but I do not propose to go into this
question, as I am inclined to think that professor Moore
did intend to speak as though yellowness were a determinate
shade, and as though goodness were simple in both the sorts
of sense to which I have drawvm attention. So my conclusion
abou%&rofessor ioore's meaning is that he thought goodness
a non-relational character, that he either thought it not
composed of parts or not a conjunction of several characters
and that he very likely thought it comparable to a deter-
minate shade on account of whose occurrence a given state-
ment about yellowness would be true, and simple in a sense
in which nothing general or determinable can be simple.
There is still one more part of professor Lioore's
account of goodness which I must examine; it is not a
part of his account of what he meant by calling goodness a
guality, but it will help me to answer the other question I
proposed to consider, namely whether his account of goodness
ig true. Before answering this question I shall examine
one of professor iioore's accounts of what is meant by
calling goodness in the sense 1 am considering intrinsic.
In Philosophical Studies on page 260 he said 'to say that

a kind of value is "intrinsic" means merely that the
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question whether a thing possesses it, and in what degree
it possesses it, depends solely on the intrinsic nature of
the thing in question'. Further on he used language which
suggests that intrinsic value is not an intrinsic property.
And on page 274 he said 'if you could enumerate all the
intrinsic properties a given thing possessed, you would
have given a complete description of it, and would not need
to mention any predicates of value it possessed.' From
these and similar statements and also from numerous state-

ments in Principia Ethica it appears that professor lioore

thought that goodness was in some sense or other a non-
natural chara.cterl;(3 this conclusion does not depend upon
any close connexion of sense between the phrase intrinsic
nature as used above and the word non-natural as used here.
Obviously no comparison is possible between goodness
and yellowness so far as goodness is intrinsic in the sense
which professor Moore explained. For in the first place
yellowness 1s unguestionably a natural character; and
secondly, if anything is yellow you cannot enumerate all

that thing's intrinsic properties without in some sense

mentioning its yellowness; yellowness is evidently in

10 I think expressions like this have some sense in which
they are commonly used. I try to define the sense in
which I speak of naturalism at the beginning of my third
chapter. Using the same terms that I use there, I may
say that a non-natural character is a character which can
not be mentioned in describing the order of nat

ure
the things that happen. dhe
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some sense an intrinsic character. I spoke of mentioning
in some sense, because if, as in fact never happens, you
were enumerating all the determinate characters of some-
thing, and the thing were yellow, you would not mention by
name yellowness, but a determinate shade, or several such
shades, from whose occurrence it would follow that the
thing was yellow. It seems pretty clear that there is

one sense of the phrase intrinsic character or property

appropriate to determinate characters, and another
appropriate to general characters like yellowness, and
that these senses are systematically connected in the
following way; if a certain intrinsic determinate
character occurs, it follows that a certain intrinsic
general character occurs, or a set of such characters
inteewrelated by their degrees of generality, and if s
certain intrinsiC general character occurs, it follows
that one or several of a certain set of intrinsic deter-
minate characters occur, though not that any particular
selection occurs. I think that when professor .oore
wrote about enumerating all the intrinsic properties of
something, and of giving a complete description, he must
certainly have intended to speak of intrinsic determinate
characters. For the characters which would be enumerated
in the way he described would constitute what he called

the intrinsic nature of the thing described, upon which
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according to him the thing's intrinsic ¥alue solely
depends. But if the intrinsic nature of a thing were
constituted by general characters, things having the same
intrinsic nature might differ widely in their intrinsic
determinate characters. I am sure that in that case
professor Moore would think that they might well differ
also in their intrinsic values. So I think it safe to
say that he was considering intrinsic determinate charac-
ters iIn the passages I have quoted.

The answer I shall give to my second question is
that goodness is not a non-relational character which is
not composed of parts nor a conjunction of several char-
acters, and which 1s simple in the sense in which a
determinate shade is simple, and whose possession by
something depends solely upon the intrinsic determinate
characters of that thing, although it is not itself an
intrinsic character. I am not sure that I can give any
absolutely conclusive reasons for rejecting the account
of goodness which I have attributed to professor iloore,
but I can give reasons which I think make his-account seem
very unplausible, and of which some are perhaps conclusive
against it. The things which professor lioore thought
intrinsically good are without exception complexes or
wholes coﬁtaining parts, as indeed, I should say, are all

the things which are ever thought intrinsically good. For
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example in chapter VI of Principia Ethica he described

personal affection and aesthetic enjoyments as by far
the greatest goods with which we are acquainted; and all
instances of personal affection or aesthetic enjoyment are
certainly complex happenings or states of affairs. WWruwuiu
My I shall suggest in the first place that no whole has
any character which is & quality and simple in the sort of
sense I have described, and that no such character can .in
any circumstances occur in the world unless it occurs as
an element of an atomic fact, secondly that the word good
is not used to stand for such a character, and thirdly
that we do not find the sort of evidence we should expect
for the occurrence in the world of any such character which
is also a non-natural ethical character of complex wholes.
My first objection to professor Moore's sort of
opinion is, I am inclined to think, the most cogent, if it
is sound; but I am not sure of its soundness. 1 may
divide it into a consideration of the nature of complexes,
and a consideration of the nature of simple non-relational
characters. The first of these considerations can be put
very shortly; it is simply that, as it seems to me, no
complex whole can have any character at all which is not
composed of parts nor a conjunction of several characters

and which 1s a non-relational character, and therefore none

can have such a character which is also a non-natural
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character its possession of which depends solely on its
intrinsic nature. I am here, I think, using the word
complex in such a sense that a whole is complex or is a
complex if it is composed of parts, or if it has any
intrinsic character which is a conjunction of several
characters; if a whole has the former of these characters
it probably follows that it also has the latter, so that

I think the latter alone might give the definition. In
order to see this point clearly, we may ask ourselves
whether any whole which has some intrinsic conjunctive
character in the sense given above can also have a non-
relational non-composite and non-conjunctive character
which is a character of the whole as a whole, and not merely
of some element of it. It seems to me that the answer
must be, no. Or we may ask ourselves whether any comn-
plex whole ever has any non-relational non-composite and
non-conjunctive character other than goodness, and whether
if not we can think of any such character which might be-
long to a complex whole, in the sense that 1t makes sense,
although it is false, to say of a certain whole that it
has that character. I think that again the answer to
either question must be, no. To ask such questions as
these perhaps comes to the same thing as asking whether
conplex wholegcan as wholes have what would ordinarily

be called qualities. I think also that to consider in
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this way the nature of complexes may come to the same
thing as considering the nature of simple non-relational
characters, to which I shall proceed; but I am not sure
about this point, and in any case think it useful to
approach the topic from either end.

The second part of my first objection is the part of
my criticism upon which I should wish to put most emphasis
if I had entirely clear insight into the questions in-
volved, and could sée that this objection really has the
force that I am prone to think it hasq It seems to me
that a non-relational character which is simple in the
sense in which a determinate shade is simple, and which,
as appears to follow from the last clause, is non-composite
and non-conjunctive, can only occur in the world if it
occurs as an element of an atomic fact. I put what I have
to say in this form for the reason that it is pretty clear
that such a character, and in fact any character, can be
an element of a non-atomic or molecular fact, but in each
case it only is so, it seems to me, because it is an
element of some atomic fact or other, $o to each occurrence
of such a character in a non-atomic fact there corresponds

an occurrence of it in an atomic fact, and the same
occurrence in an atomic fact may correspond to a large

number of occurrences in non-atomic facts, and the

- ——— s

(T’ The argument which I have based on a connexion between
simple non-relational characters and atomic facts was
suggested to me by remarks made in conversation by ilr,

AsJ . Ayer, though I have no reason to think that he would

agree with anything that 1 say



relation between atomic and non-atomic occurrences is
probably a one —many relation.

The theory of atomic facts, and the vocabulary con-
nected with it, is by this time comparatively familiar.
The theory is expressed in various parts of Mr. L.

Wittgenstein's Tractatus Logico-philosophicus. I shall

not venture to define the expression atomic fact, but I

think I see how it is commonly used. It is not easy to
give an example of an atomic fact, but I propose to say
what I have to say by means of an example Whidh i1s some-
times suggested in discussions. 1t appears that the only
examples we can find are those which can be taken from an
individual person's sense-field; and the sort of facts

we have to consider, if they are to be expressed, can
only be expressed by means of expressions of a sort which
one can only intelligx®ly address to one's self. Suppose
I consider my own visual field at some moment at which it
contains a uniformly coloured red sense-datum with definite
limits, I can, if I choose, express to myself a certain

fact by the words this is here now; 1if I used these words

go that this stood for the determinate shade of red which
belonged to the sense-datum, here stood for the situation
of that shade, or the area which it filled, and now for

the time at which that shade was filling that area, it
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is sometimes suggested that I should be expressing an
atomic facgf The sort of use of these words about
which this suggestion would be made can only be made
clear if the sense in which I have spoken of a word
standing for something can be made clear; and this I
find difficult to explain. It seems to me that the
sort of use of these words which is in question 1is in
accordance with the ordinary use of English, whereas it

would not be in accordance with that ordinary use if the

words this or here were being used to stand for something

in that sense or those senses in which the word red or

the phrase in the middle of my visual field may stand

for something. The sort of use of the words this is here

now in which it would be suggested that they might express
an atomic fact is sometimes described by saying that the

words this, here and now would be used as logically proper

names. Lt seems to me that if we could explain what an
atomic fact ig and show that a certain sentence would
express an atomic fact, we might be able to define
logically proper names, or what we might call atomic
names, as words used in a particular way in expressing an

atomic fact; or if we could define logically proper or

I am not sure of the original author of this suggestion.
I first heard it in discussions in which professor Moore
was taking part, and I think professor Moore attributed
it to the late F. P. Ramsey.
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atomlc names we might be able to define atomic facts as
facts expressed by sentences in which names of that sort
were combined in a certain way.

There are many difficulties connected with the ex-

pression atomic fact and the opiniony that there are such

things, and it is not easy to separate difficulties arising
from incomplete analysis from difficulties which are ohly
felt because of the awkwardness of considering facts which
cammot be communicated and sentences which cannot be ad-
dressed to another person. If I had the solution of these
difficulties I should give it, but as it is I think it
suffices here to say that I tﬁink there are such things as

atomic facts, and that I think the sentence this is here now,

or something like it‘could probably be used in accordance
with the ordinary use of English to express an atomic fact.
I am not certain that this is the right sentence to use
for an illustration. Suppose that in my visual field at
some moment there is a uniformly coloured red sense-datum
with definite limits, touching and lying on the left of a
uniformly coloured blue sense-datum with definite limite;
then I can, if I choose, express to myself a certain fact

by the words this is now thus to that, or is now related

thus, using the word this in such a way as to stand for the

red sense-datum, not for its colour, that to stand for the



ki

blue sense-datum, and thus to stand for the determinate
spatial relation of one sense-datum to the other, in the
sense in which I spoke of the words in the other sentence
standing for certain things. It might be suggested that
this sentence also would express an atomic fact; and I am
not sure that it would not, but I think it would be diffi-
cult to say exactly how the fact it would express would be
related to the fact expressed by the other sentence. I
want at present to draw attention to a difference between
the ways in which the word this is used in the two sentences.
In the first sentence it stands for a determinate shade,
which is what has commonly been called a universal; in
the second sentence it stands for a sense-datum, which is
not a universal, but which one is naturally inclined to
call'aparticular. To define or explain the use of such

words as particular and universal is specially hard, and

very of'ten the only possible course seems to be to point
out the sort of thing which has one or another of the
characters which are being spoken of. I think the use
of universal is much easier to understand than the use of

particular, for it seems to me pretty clear that a determinate

non-relational character, or a determinate relation, is a
universal, whereas I find it much harder to say what sort
of thing would be a particular; whether an indsterminate

character or a complex relational character is a universal
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I am doubtful, However it seems as though in the first
of the two sentences I am considering the word this does
stand for & non-relational determinate character, and for
a universal; whether any word in either sentence stands
for a particular is more doubtful, as is also the question
what sort of thing can be said about the other words in
the sentences comparable to saying about this in the
first sentence that it stands for a universal. It seems
to me that if we are to say, about all the words, or all
the words other than is, in sentences like these,
something comparable to saying about this in the first
sentence that it stands for a universal, we shall need to
distinguish more different kinds of thing, which can be
said in this way than have so far been distinguished;

I doubt whether it is appropriate to say of here, for
example, in the first sentence,either that it stands for
a particular or for a universal, and I am sure it is not
appropriate to say either of now. If words like

particular and universal are to keep their utility I

think we must introduce others of the same kind, It
seems to me that perhaps here, for example, as used in

the first sentence, stands for something which is neither



3

a particular nor a universal, but which we may call a
.13 . .

setting, I wish it were possible to say clearly what is

meant by saying that a word is like or of the same kind

as particular and universal, but at present I do not see

how to do this, I think it possible that the late
W. E. Johnson's uses of such words as tie have been
misunderstood by those who have criticised those uses?
and that he was trying to introduce words which should be

comparable to particular and universal in the way I am

speaking of. Thus I think we might say that the word
is sometimes, and perhaps in the sentences I am

cons idering, stands for a tie in the same sort of way

in which this in the first sentence stands for a
universal, To say that there are ties would, if I am
right, nottetostate a philosophical theory any more than
to sav that there are characters would be so, in the
sense in which I suggested early in this chapter that to
say that there are characters is not to state a

philosophical theory,.

1 PpProfessor Noore has, I think, made a suggestion in
conversation, to the effect that it is a mistake to
suppose that an element of an atomic fact nmust be
either a particular or a universal,

I, For example, by the late F. P. Ramsey, in wha t he
said on page 115 of the fourdations of mathematics. For
Johnson's use of the word tie, see his Logic I page 10
and elsewhere; and for an interpretation of it John
Wisdom's Logical Constructions I § 3, iind April 1931,
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I have digresgeq some distance from the subject of
simple non-relational characters for the sake of making

a little clearer my use of the phrase atomic fact., It

is fairly clear that what the word this would stand for,
if it were used in the wav I have described in such a

sentence as this is here now, would be a non-relational

character and a determinate shade, simple therefore in
the sense in which a determinate shade is simple; and
that it would be non-composite and non-conjunctive,
whether this follows from the previous clause or not,
Suppose there 1is a situation such as I have described in
which someone or other can and does use the sentence

this is here now to express an atomic fact, then I should

say, in words which I have used above without explaining
them, that a determinate shade of red is occurring as. an
element of an atomic fact. But obviously there may be
an atomic fact of this sort, and similarly an occurrence
of a determinate shade, without anyone expressing the
fact, and without a causal possibility of anyone
expressing the fact, For the sort of fact I arm speaking
of is defined as a fact which could he expressed by words
of a certain kind, that is, a fact such that if anyone

in a certaln situation used those words in a certain
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sense he would be expressing it, And it is natural
to suppose that there are countless facts of this sort
which nobody ever dreams of expressing; for it is natural
to suppose that the whole of the sense-field of every
human being is in a certain sense constituted by countless
facts of this sort, There are countless facts the
expression of which, in the way I have described by means
of such words as I have suggested, was logically possible,
in the sense that it makes sense, though it is as a rule
false, to say of each that someone did so express it.

I have suggested above that a non-relational
character which is simple in the sense in which a
determinate shade is simple, and non-comncsite and
non-conjunctive, if it occurs as an element of a non-
atomic fact only does so because it also occurs as an
element of some atomic fact. I can give as a test of the
truth of what I say a very simple question, Does it
maxe sense to say that a certain non-relational character,
which is simple in the sense in which a determinate shade
is simple, and non-composite and non-conjunctive, occurs
as an element of a non-atomic fact, but not because it
also occurs as an element of some atomic fact‘% in other,

and I think less clear, words, is such a thing locically

possible ? I think I can explain in what sense I am




speaking of a character occurring as an element of one
fact because it is an element of some other, A character
occurs as an element of a non-atomic fact because it
occurs as an element of some atomic fact if it occurs as
an element of the non-atomic fact, either because one or
more atomic facts, of which it is an element, are parts of
the non-atomic fact, or because the non-atomic fact is
(Wl 5, 0 q Talhn - Jraction] )
in a certain sense abouﬁzone or more atomic facts of
which the character in question is an element. So my
question is, does it make sense to say that a certain non-
relational character such as is described above occurs
as an element of a non-atomic fact, but not because any
part of that non-atomic fact is an atomic fact of which
the character is an element, nor because thgzggbmic fact
(o U ot 3euae )
is about/any atomic fact of which the character is an
element ¢ It seems to me that the answer to this
question is, no,

I have already suggested, in the first part of my
first objection, that a character of the sort described
can not bhelong to a complex whole, If T am right in
saying what I have just said, a much clearer reason can
be given for this assertion. If any complex whole had

any character of the sort described, the fact that the

whole had that character would be a non-atomic fact, and
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the character would be an element of that fact, and
probably of other facts, simply because it belonged to

the whole in question. S0 if I am right in suggesting
that a non-relational character of the sort described can
only be an element of a non-atomic fact either because

at least one atomic fact is a part of the non-atomic fact
or because the non-astomic fact is about at least one
atomic fact, it follows that no character of the sort
described can belong to any complex whole. It follows
that either intrinsic goodness is never a character of a
complex whole, or it is not a non-relational character,
which is simple in the sense in which a determinate shade
is simple, and non-composite and non-conjunctive; whereas
professor oore suggested both that goodness was sometimes
a character of complex wholes and that it was a non-
relational character of the sort descrihed. I think that
if my suggestions are sound it would probably also follow
from the same considerations that a quality in the ordinary
sense can not belong to a complex whole,

I suppose that anyone who admitted the validity of
these considerations would bs likely to say that goodness
does belong to complex Wholei,but is not a quality or a
non-relational character of the sort described, rather than

the other way round, But it would be possible to take the
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other line, and say that intrinsic goodness is a non-
relational character of the sort described, but does not
belong to complex wholes, and only occurs as an element of
any fact if it occurs as an element of an atomic fact. I
doubt whether professor Moore could consistently say this,
because I do not see how a character could be an element
of an atomic fact which was intrinsic in the special sense
in which he thought that goodness was intrinsic, that is,
which was not an intrinsic character of anything, but
which was such that yuéi whether something possessed it
depended solely on that thing's intrinsic nature.

I have tried to show that there can be no such thing
as what professor Moore called goodness. I have not yet
considered whether what is commonly called goodness is a
quality or a non-relational character of the sort described;
my answer to this question will form my second objection
to professor Moore's sort of opinion. It seems from what
I have gaid under the title of my first objection that a
mon-relational character of the sort described can only
occur in the world if it occurs as an element of an
atomic fact. So I may ask first whether the word good
really is used to stand for a character of which this is
true, and secondly, if we do not allow this conclusion

which I have put forward in my first objection, but admit



49

that a character o the sort described can be an element
of an atomic fact, whether the word good is used to
stand for a character which could be an element of an
atomic fact. These and other questions about the way
in which the word good is actually used seem to me very
difficult to answer. It 1s very generally thought that
the word good is used ;n a great many different senses,
8o many and differing in such subtle ways that they can
scarcely be classified. I think this is true, so that
it seems to me that in considering the meaning of the word
gggg_when it is used in the same sense as the phrase

intrinsically good we have to limit our attention to the

word'!s careful use among comparatively sophisticated
people. I think it is pretty clear that within these
limits, and in those uses in which the word seems to have
the required sense, the things which are said to be good
are all cbmplex, just as the things which professor Moore
thought good were complex. If those who ascribe goodness
to complex wholes are sometimes expressing facts when they
do so, it follows that the answer to my first question, on
the assumption that I made in asking that question, is that
the word good is not used to stand for a non-relational
character of the sort which has been described; for the

agssumption which I made was that such a character can never
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belong to a complex whole. But the case is not quite so
simpie as this; for those who say that this or that
complex whole is good may want to say that the whole

in question has a certain non-relational character of the
sort described, but be mistaken in thinking so. That is,
it may be that goodness in one sense is a quality or is a
non-relational character of the sort that has been des-
cribed, but the word good in this sense is always mis-
applied. This would be very paradoxical, and it is
natural to think that the sorts of thing which are
commonly said to have a certain character are some guide
to the nature of the character which they are said to
have. But I think that besides two definite reasons can
be given for denying that intrinsic goodness is a non-
relational character of the sort that has been described
which is always ascribed to complex wholes, and ascribed
wrongly since such a character can never belong to any
complex whole. First, I think it does not make sense to
speak of using a word to stand for a quality as a non-
relational character of the sort described of which there
is no instance; so that if the word good is being used

so as to make sense, or so as to have a meaning, either it
is being used to stand for some quality or non-relational

character of the sort described of which there is some
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instance or it is not being used to stand for a character
of that kind or those kinds at all., But it seems im-
possible to think that people can speak about a quality or
non-relational character of the sort described without
anyone being acqualinted with any instances of it; and
equally impossible to think that people can be acquainted
with instances of a certain character and yet always
ascribe it, not to those things which actually have it,
but to things of a kind to which it never belongs, and to
ascribe it to which makes nonsense. Secondly, although
arguments from such things as the origin of names are
usually worthless, I think we may say in this case that
it is very hard to see how the word good can ever have
been applied in such a way as to stand for a quality or
non-relational character of the sort described if the
only use that has been made of it in this sense is to
ascribe goodness to things of a kind which cannot possess
it, and if it 1s never used to ascribe goodness to the
things which do possess it.
liy second question was whether, apart from the
reasong I have adduced for thinking that a non-relational
character of the sort that has been described cannot
belong to a complex whole, it may be that the word good

ig used to stand for a character which can be an element

of an atomic fact. On this point I think it suffices
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to say that if the word good were used to stand for such
a character we should expect to be able to find some
sentence containing the word good or the phrase

intrinsically good which could be used to express an

atomic fact, or at any rate such that it was not absurd
to suggest that it could be used to express an atomic fact.
And I think it is pretty clear that we can not find any
such sentence. If this congideration is conclusive, it
suffices to give a negative answer to my first as well as
to my second question.

I have tried to show that if it is admitted that any
guality or any non-relational character which is simple in
the sense in which a determinate shade is simple, and none
composite and non-conjunctive, can occur as an elemént of
atomic fact, and if it is admitted that, 1f the word good
is used to stand for a character of the sort described,
there must be some instance of the character for which it
stands, then it follows from considerations I have put
forward that the word good is not used to stand for a
character of the sort described. If at least these two
admissions are not made, then my second objection to
professor lioore's sort of opinion is not conclusive. I
have tried to show in my second objection that the word

QC‘OO¢

is never used to stand for a character of the sort that
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professor Moore would call a gquality and which I think
is generally so called. It is possible thét professor
Moore has used the word good in a way in which it is not
ordinarily used, but this is very unlikely, and is ex-

pressly disavowed on page 8 of Principia Ethica. So I

think that on the two assumptions I have mentioned it
can be shown that goodness is not what professor Moore
called a quality. Ny third objection will rest upon
the latter of these assumptions, but not on the former.
ily third objection to professor lioore's sort of
opinion is that we do not find the sort of evidence we
should expect for the occurrence in the world of a
non-relational character which is simple in the sense
in which a determinate shade is simple, and non-composite
and non-conjunctive, and which is also a non-natural
ethical character of complex wholes. I have said that I
do not myself think that it makes sense to ascribe a charac-
ter of the sort described to a complex whole; but since
this would not be admitted by everyone it is worth while
to consider the question without making this assumption.
I assume that if a word 1s used to stand for a certain
non-relational character of the sort describved, there
must be instances of this character. If this is so, and
if the word good stands for such a character, and if, as

would be generally said, and as professor loore would say,
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a large number of things in the world have that character,
then we should expect to find fairly complete agreement

on the question which the things are that have that
character; Jjust as it is generally agreed that the sky

i1s usually either blue or grey. But there is no sort of
agreement, either among philosophers or people in general,
that certain things are good and that certain other things
are not; on the contrary,disputes about the wvalue of this
or that kind of thing are constantly occurring. If it were
possible, as I think it is not, for the word good to stand
for a non-relational character of the sort described of
which there are no instances, the answer might be made
that everyone is always mistaken in all ascriptions of
goodness, for as it happens nothing is good. Even if

this answer were admissible, I scarcely think anyone would
make it. Ag it is, since people's ascriptions of good-
ness conflict, we must conclude that either a large number
of them are mistaken or they are using the word good, not
to stand for a non-relational character of the sort
described, but in some such way that their apparently
conflicting statements are not imcompatible. But about
other non-relational characters of the sort I am consider-
ing there do not seem to be many mistakes made. The

comparison is difficult because we do not ordinarily speak
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about determinate non-relational characters; but only
about general characters having a certain sort of connexion
with them; for example about red or blue, but not about
determinate shades. But there seems as a rule to be
agreement that this or that thing has some determinate
shade falling within a certain range; or, to take tactual
characters, that this or that thing has gome determinate
degree of smoothness or roughness falling within a certain
range. It is strange if there is one non-relational
character, or two, if badness is to be treated in the same
way, about which so little can be ascertained.

I think professor Moore might say that many of the
disagreements about goodness are due to failures to
recognise the variety of senses, in which the word good
is used, and misunderstandings of the way in which one
is using it one's self. I think this is true. But it
seems to me that even when we have done all we can to
remove misunderstanding and to ensure that we are only
speaking about intrinsic goodness in a particular sense,
we are almost as likely as ever to disagree about the
things which are good. Supposing this is so, it does not,
I think, follow that goodness 1s not a quality in professor
Moore's sense; people may, for all we can tell, make

frequent mistakes about the incidence of some quality.

Nor can I go on to ask what the reasons are for thinking
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that a thing has a quality called goodness; according to
professor Moore's sort of opinion there would be no
reasons. But I can ask what the reasons are for think-
ing that there is such a thing as the quality called
goodness. Supposing a colour-blind person asks me what
the reasons are for thinking that there is a character, or
quality in the sense of that word appropriate to general
characters, called red, since he can discover no uniform
difference between the things sald to be red and the things
said to be green, I can answer that almost everyone agrees
in thinking that the red things have a certain common
character and the green things a certain different common
character. But supposing I am asked what the reasons are
for thinking that there is a non-relational character or
guality called goodness, and what reason there is to
think there is a uniform difference between the things
called good and the things called bad, 1 do not see any
comparable answer which can be given.

In this chapter I have examined the meaning of state-
ments of professor Moore to the effect that goodness is
a quality, and have come to the conclusion that he thought
goodness g non-relational character which is not composed
of parts nor a conjunction of several characters, and that
he probably thought it simple in the sense in which a

determinate shade is simples; and that he thought that
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goodness belongs to complex wholes., I have argued that
these statements I have ascribed to him can not all be
true, on the three grounds that no character of the

sort described can belong to a complex whole, that the
word good is never used in an ordinary sense to stand
for a non-relational character of the gsort described,
and that we do not find the sort of evidence we should
expect for the existence of such a character as goodness
would be if professor Moore were right. I may have been
wrong in saying that professor lMoore thought goodness
simple in the sense in which a determinate shade is
simple; he may only have thought it simple in some
other sense, such as that sense, for example, in which
we can call yellowness simple. If he wanted to call
goodness simple only in some other sense, I think my
arguments can be adapted so as not to depend upon the
sense in which a determinate shade is simple; but the
exact way in which they would have to be adapted would

I think depend upon the sort of relation which professor
Moore thought there was between goodness and things which
are simple in this sense. He might think, for example,
that goodness was related to something deferminate in
the same sort of way in which yellowness, a general

charaester, is related to determinate shades; this is the
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interpretation to which his comparison between goodness
and yellowness would be most favourable; but he might

shmw think that some other relation held.
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3 NATURALISM.

In this chapter I shall examine some aspects of one
special sort of definition or explanation of the meanings
of the words good and right and other expressions of the

16
sort we may call ethical expressions, namely that sort

of definition or explanation which would very commonly be
called naturalistic; I shall first review certain sorts
of argument against naturalism which I think are often
considered to disprove any naturalistic theory; next I
shall state a special sort of naturalistic theory which I
am inclined to hold, in doing which I shall express a part
of my opinions about the nature of meaning; and I shall
conclude by examining and adapting another naturalistic
theory originated by .r. . B. Bralthwaite, I think

the words naturalisp and naturalistic as i am using them

have a falrly clear sense in which they are often used,
bﬁt which is not very easy to define, However I shall
cgive a definition of raturalism which is not very preciss
or clear, but which I think suffices to show what that

familiar sense is in which I shall speak of naturalism.

le In this chapter and elsewhere 1 try to use the word
expression in one sense only, which 1 think it often bears.,
T3 This sense an expression is a word, or a phrase, or a

clause, or a sentence.
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I shall say that an ethical theory or argument is
naturalistic if it is asserted in it that some ethical
expression in one of its ethical uses does not stand for
any character which can riot be mentioned in describing the
things that happen, or in describing the order of nature;

or if in it an ethical conclusion is derived solely from
premisses about things that happen or about the order of
naturs. I think it will be understood that the expressions

I call ethical are the words good, value, right, and so on,

such phrases as worth having for its own sake, and a variety

of other expressions; and that there is a certain group of
their uses which can be called their ethical uses, which are
not exemplified, for instance, by the use of the word good

in the sentence iMollison has a good prospect of flying the

Atlantic; and that a conclusion is an ethical conclusion
if it can be expressed by a sentence in which one of these
ethical uses of an expression occurs. Criticisms of

naturalism are one of the chief parts of Principis Ethica,

on page 10 of which, in the third impression, professor
ioore said that many philosophers had thought that when
they named the properties other than goodness belonging to
all things which are good ' they were actually defining
good,!' and thought that these properties were 'absolutely

and entirely the same with goodness'; and he added that

he proposed to call this opinion the 'naturalistic fallacy.'
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This use of the word naturalistic seems to differ

somewhat from mine, although probably most of the theories
which I should call naturalistic professor lMoore would
also have called naturalistic; and I am not sure that this
quotation fairly represents professor lioore¥%s use of the
word, as in chapter II § 26 he gave a dirfferent account of
naturalism, which is possibly incompatible with that which
I have quoted and compatible with my own definition, but
which I find very obscure.l7

Theories which are quite clearly naturalistic have

been put forward by many philosophers, such as Hume, the

17 Still another definition of naturalism, or at
least of the naturalistic fallacy, was given by John
Wisdom in Logical Constructions I, note 1 on page 213,
xind April 1931. To pult this in my own words, SO
far as I can, without letters as symbols; someone 1is
committing the naturalistic fallacy if he is saying
that goodness could be an element of an atomic

fact or contains a part which could be an element

of an atomic fact, or is saying that goodness is
something which in fact has one of these charactesrs,
This is an ingenious definition; if naturalism

so defined is a fallacy, and if the arguments of

my second chapter about atomic facts and gqualities
are correct, then goodness can certainly not be a
quality. I am not sure whether to define naturallism
in this way comes to the same thing as saying, in my
own vaguer terms, that a theory is nsgturalistic 1f it
is assertedinit that goodness is a character which
can be mentioned in describing the things that

happen,.
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hedonistic utilitarians, the evolutionary ethical writers,
and in modern times professor Westermarck, although few

of their writings have been free from occasional remarks
which seem inconsistent with naturalism, But besides

the naturalism of avowed naturalists we can detect here and
there naturalistic arguments in the writings of many
authors who seem to have no intention of expressing a
naturalistic theory. For example professor J. S.

Mackenzie in his Manual of ethics, in the introduction I

§ 1, said that ' since Ethics is the science of Conduct as
s whole, and not of any particular kinds of Conduct, it is
not any of these special ends that it sets itself to
consider, but the supreme or ultimate end to which our
whole lives are directed. This end is commonly referred

to as the Summum Bonum or Supreme Good.'! Professor

Mackenzie's words seem to sugges:t that if we could discover
the supreme end, supposing there were such & thing, to
which our whole lives are as a matter of fact directed,

it would follow that we had discovered the supreme good

or the end towards which our lives ought to be direcied.

If this were so, an ethical conclusion would have followed
solely from premisses about things that happen, and
professor Mackenzie's theory would be naturalistic in my

sense, which I feel sure he did not intend. The same
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sort of confusion can I think be found in many places in
the first two books of Aristotle's Ethics, and many
modern writings, It does not seem worth while to study
instances of this confusion systematically, but I call
attention to it to show that some care is needed to
distinguish between a naturalistic and a non-naturalistic
theory or argument,

The considerations and arguments which I shall give
against and for naturalism in this chapter apply equally,
I think, to all ethical expressions, although the
particular form in which I give them will sometimes
depend upon the examples I use, The ethical expressions
I shall use for examples will generally be the words
good and goodness, in that use in which they have the same

sense as intrinsically good and intrinsic goodness. I

shall state three possible arguments against naturalistic
theories, each of which seems to have considerable weight,
Next I shall try to say why I am, on the whole, inclined
to believe in naturalism, and I shall express at
considerable length a special naturalistic theory which
seens not to be open to two, and perhaps to all three, of
the objections to naturalism which I shall have given,

I shall conclude by criticising another naturalistic

theory, which seems to me incorrect in its original form,
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but capable of being adapted in such a way as to supplement
my own theory.

The first sort of argument against naturalism that I
want to consider can be brought against any theory which
contains a suggested analysis or definition of such

expressions as intrinsically good; but it is specially

hard to see what answer there can be from a naturalistic

point of view. This sort of argument was used by

(®
professor loore in Principia Ethica, and it would be

convenient to give it a name; it might perhaps be called
the argument from the uniqueness of goodness, The
argument consists of saying, about any character for

which it is suggested that the expression intrinsically

good 1is used to stand, that it makes sense to say that to
possess that character, or a thing which possesses that
character, is good; and that this is so because the word
good is used to stand for something other than the
character proposed. For example, if it were suggested

that the sentence aesthetic enjovments are good has the

same meaning as the sentence other things being equal

I should prefer aesthetic enjoyments to occur rather than

not, we should reply, using the argument I am speaking of,

(¢ On pages 15 and 16 of the thirdimpression.
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that it makes sense to say that a preference for the
occurrence rather than the non-occurrence of asesthetic
enjoyments is good. It is very hard to think that to
say thls is simply to say that someone prefers the
occurrence to the non-occurrence of a preference for
aeosthetic enjoyments, The definition of goodness which
I have used in my illustration is not specially plauslible;
but about any suggested naturalistic definition a
corresponding argument can be used, and it seems to me
that in every case it is very hard not to think that the
word good is being used in a different sense from that
which it would »e ~iven by the proposed definition. The
same sort of objection can of course be made, not merely
to any naturalistic theory which ¢ives a definition of
zoodness, but to any theory at all which gives a
definition; and this objection was in fact used by
professor Moore to show that goodness is indefinable,.

But the objection seems much less convincing against a
non-naturalistic than a~ainst a naturalistic definition.
Suppose it were suggested that to say that something is
good is to say that other things being equal it would

be richt to bring it into existence if possible, we
could ask whether what it 1s right to bring into existencs

is good. This question appears to make sense, but it
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seems to me far from clear that to ask it is not simply to
ask whether it is right to bring into existence what it is
right to bring into existence; that is, it does not seem
to me clear that an affirmative answer does not merely

make sense by being a tautology, 50 I am inclined to say
that the sort of argument I am considering is much stronger
against naturalistic than against non-naturalistic theories.
But I think the examples I have given serve to show the
special way in which questions about the meaning of such
words as good are puzzling. To me the argument from

the uniqueness of zoodness seems convincing - I do not say
that it seems conclusive - against naturalistic theories,
but much less convincing against those that are not
naturalisticy; yet it is very hard to say what sort of

test can be given to decide whether in a given sentence the
word good is being used in such a way as to make a
tautology or in such a way as to make a synthetic statement?

The second sort of argument I shall consider is one

19 Since what we now call a tautology seems to be the
same as what used to be called an analytic proposition,
we may as well call sentences that make sense and are
not tautologies synthetic. A sentence expresses a
synthetic statement or proposition if it and its
contradictory make sense,
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which can be used against any naturalistic theory giving

a definition of such an expression as intrinsically good,

as well as against some proposed accounts of the things
which are intrinsically good?o For any naturalistic
definition of goodness, we can imagine two situations

one of which exemplifies the character for which according
to the definition the word good stands in a much higher
degree or to a much greater extent than the other, but
about which those who use this argument would suggest that
the situation which would be the worse of the two according
to the proposed definition is evidently the better, This
may be called the argument from comparison. The example
to be chosen deperids on the particular definition which is
to be criticised. Suppose it 1s suggested that to say
that something is good in a certain sense of the word good
is to say that eicher it is a state of happiness or it is
a whole in which there are enough states of happiness to
allow us to say that the person or people involved in the
whole are happy on the whole; and that other ethical uses

of the word good can be defined in terms of this use, If

20  An argument of this sort with the latter aim seems to
be used in the third chapter of Principia Ethica, on

page 89, and to be implicit in various parts of the
chapter; but it is not elaborated.
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we are to advance the sort of argument I am describing,

we shall imagine a state of affairs in a particular
soclety in which most people are generally happy, but

are also as a rule stupid, selfish, bad mannered, and
vulgar in their tastes, and on theother hand we shall
imagine a state of affairs in which most people are rarsly
happy, but are on the whole intelligent, generous, polite,
and sensitivey and we shall suggest that if either of these
states of afrairs would be good the latter would be rather
than the former, and that in any case the latter would
certainly be better than the former, that is to say either
its degree of goodness would be greater or its degree of
badness less than that of the former, And it does seemn
as though for any proposed naturalistic definition of
intrinsic goodness some case can be imagined in which a
state of affairs answering to the proposed definition would
not be good, or would be less good than a state of affairs
not answering to the definition, even if the particular
case I have suggested is not convincing. This sort of
argument would show conclusively that a particular
naturalistic theory was false, provided it were clear that
the sense of the word good which the theory was supposed
to define was the same as the sense in which it was

proposed to show that something answering to the definition



6f

glven by the theory was not good; similarly the first

sort of argument I described would show conclusively that

e particular theory was false, provided it were clear that
the sense of the word good in which it was proposed to show
that it made sense, and made a synthetic statement, to say
that something answering to the definition was or was not
good was the same as the sense which the theory was
supposed to define.

The third sort of argument against naturalism that I
want to consider is much harder than the other two to put
in a clear and convincing form, yet it is one which I
think for some people decides the question against
naturalism, I can only express this argument, or this
consideration, in a very vague way, Suppose any
definition or explanation of the meaning of the phrase

intrinsic goodness, or some such ethical expression, is

offered, which is naturalistic in the sense I have defined;
then those who are convinced by the sort of consideration
I want to express will gay something like this; it seems

to me as though, or I feel as though the world is

incomplete or as though some familiar element of the world

has been left out, unless something is good in some other

sense than that which has been suggested, The answar

can be made that things are undoubtedly good in a number

of other senses since the word good has a great variety



710

of uses. But this answer does not suffice to refute the
objection I am considering; for provided the theory that
is being objected to is naturalistic throughout, the same
sort of objection will be made to the explanation it

gives of any use of the word good; and those who take the
line of my third argument will finally say something like

this: I feel as though some things are good in some sense

other than any you have suggested. As I have put it,

this argument seems exceedingly weak; it seems to come
to the same thing as sayving that there is a non-
naturalistic sense of the word good which is familiar

to most people, or in which the word stands for something
familiar to most people; and this is not so much an
argument for anything, as the very thing that has to be
proved. Yet it seems to be worth stating, becausse many
people seem to be convinced by arguments of this sort,
and I find nmyself not entirely unaffected by them.
Unfortunately i can think of no clearer way of expressing
it, though I can think of ways which would be more obscure
or confused. I think one confusion that is very
commonly made by people who are convinced by the sort

of consideration I am describing is this; it is often
supposed, I think, that a naturalistic theory says that

there is no such thing as soodness, when really it says
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that there 1s such a thing and that goodness is to be
defined in a certain way; and it is often supposed that

a naturalistic theory can properly be answered by saying

it seems to me clear that there is such a thing as

goodness, although this statement is quite consistent
with the theory in question. If it is proposed to define
goodness in a naturalistic way, then supposing for

example someone holds a non-naturalistic theory of
professor Moore's type, considering that goodness is a
quality, to refute the naturalistic theory he must show,
not that there is such a thing as goodness, but that

there is such a thing as ~oodness which does not answer to
the naturalistic definition, It seems to me that the
only possible tests of the soundness of this third sort

of argument are reflective or imaginative, such as each
person has to construct for himself; we have to ask
ourselves what difference it would make td the world if
there were no such thing as goodness in any sense which
can not be defined in a naturalistic way. If we
conclude that it would make no difference, we shall be
satisfied that some naturalistic theory is true. But

if we conclude that it would make a difference of a
certain sort, the sort of difference which we find would

be made will show us how the use of the word good is to
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be defined or explained in a non-naturalistic way.

I find it much easier to state arguments against
naturalism than to give the reasons which lead me on the
whole to favour naturalism, I am far from feeling certain
that some naturalistic theory is true, I am not sure that
I can give the reasons which actually lead me to think
that this is probably so, and I am afraid that such
reasons as I can give may seem to be merely pre judices.

I shall begin my general defence of naturalism by
stating, as shortly and clearly as I can, the belief I am
strongly inclined to hold, the prejudice as it may be
called, which leads me, and I think leads other people,
to look for a naturalistic explanation of the meaning of
ethical words. I shall go on to express certain
considerations which do not, I think, amount to anything
like a proof of naturalism, but which seem to show that
5 much simpler and easier answer to ethical questions can
be civen in a naturalistic way than in any other. But
since we have no general ground for expecting the answers
to questions to be simple and easy, I am doubtful whether
this is worth showing as an argument for naturalism,

The belief I have mentioned is, I think, a belief
that everything in the world can be described or explained

in a certain way; namely in the courss of dessribing the
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things that happen or the order of nature. I am using
now the terms which I used in my definition of naturalisnm,
and it seems as though the belief I am describing comes to
the same thing as a belief that everything can be
explained in a naturalistic way; so that a statement of
this belief is unfortunately a poor argument for
haturalism in any particular subject. But I think a
belief of this sort, or a tendency to have such a belierf,
whether or not well founded, is very common, and is
expressed in a number of different ways besides that
which I have used. For example one sort of remark that
is very commonly made is that everything in the world can
be explained in a scientific way, and another is that
there is nothing which is not a part of nature, Remarks
like these seem to express belisfs resembling that which

I have said that I am inclined to have., I am not sure
what reasons can be glven in favour of beliefs like these.
One way in which they are commonly defended is by giving
in terms of them causal accounts of how contrary beliefs
may have come into existence. It does not seem as though
as a rule a belief igs proved false if it is shown that it

2l .
was caused in this or that way. But I am not sure that

21 Although the causes of a belief and its truth are, I
think, rarely unconnected. If a true helief is not held
as a result of a mistake, it is well foun@ed; and some of
the happenings which are causes of 1ts being held will as

a rule also be reasons for holding it.
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any better reasons can be given in favour of seneral
beliefs of the naturalistic sort.

In putting forward the following considerations, as
showing that a simple and easy naturalistic answer can be
&iven to ethical questions, I think ] shall very likely
be touching problems which can not be properly solved by
philosophical methods, but onl by experimental psycholo-
cilsts, None the less it may be worth while to express
a problem that seems to require solution, even if it
cannot yet be solved. The proper solution of the sort
of problems which arise from what I have to say seems to
me to depend upon the solving of various questions about
what is meant by the word meaning in some of its uses
and also perhaps upon the solving of certain problens,
which T take to be psychological rather than philosophical,
about the way in which people learn or understand a
language. It will not be disputed that every normal
human being, as he rrows up, becomes aware of more and
more features or elements of the world, and at the same
time becomes acquainted with more and more parts or
aspects of one or more languages. The process of
becoming acquainted with a language consists of hearing
or seeing words and combinations of words, learning in a

cortain sense how the words and their combinations are
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correlated with elements of the world which users of the
words want to bring to the notice of their hearers or
readers, and learning to use and combine the words,
making use of the accepted correlations, so as to bring
some element of the world to the notice of a hearer or
reade;? This account of the process of becoming
acquainted with a language is both obscure and vague;

the way in which I have used the word learn is obscure,
and the way in which I have used expressions about
bfinging elements of the world to someone's notice is
vague, The obscurity I think I can lessen a little, but
I do not know how to say exactly what it is that anyone
is doing who uses a combination of words in & particular
sensey if I could do this I think I should have solved
one of the chief questions about meaning, To learn‘how
combinations of words are correlated with elements of the
world which their user wants to bring to someone's notice,

in the sense in which I have spoken of learning this, is

A2 This expression about bringing an element of the
world to someone's notice is intertionally as vague as
possible. It disregards the difference between the way
in which a sentence works and the way in which a word
WOrks. I wish I knew how to analyse this difference,
but as I do not, I have avoided the difficulty at

this point. A very conjectural analysis of some ]
aspects of the meaning of words and sentences is given

later in this chapter,
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to form a habit of responding or reacting, or a
disposition to respond to the use of these combinations
in the way which I can only call, for want of more
precise knowledge, appropriate to the elements of the
world with which the combinations are correla.ted?:3 And
to use and combine words, according to the accepted
correlations, so as to bring some element of the world to
someone's notice, is to form a habit of using, or a
disposition to use, to bring elements of the world to
someone's notice, those combinations to which the habit has
been formed of making a response appropriate to the
required elements., This account of learning a language
could perhaps be expressed in terms of behaviour psychology.
There is one point about which I was forced to be
inaccurate in what I have said so far, in order to avoid
excessive complication., I spoke of making a response
appropriate to the elements of the world with which a
combination of words is correlated; but as a matter of
fact it is not quite accurate to speak of elements of

the world being correlated with combinations of words, or
at any rate not accurate to speak as though they have

accepted correlations. The correlations which actually

73 TThe silent adjustments to understand colloquial
language are enormously complicated,' L. Wittgenstein,
Tractatus logico-philosophicus 4.002,
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occur link elements of the world, not with combinations of
words, but with particular words and schemes or construct-
ions by means of which they can be combined; we might
call these schemes rules of combination, but they are rules
that are usually observed unconsciously. I wish it were
possible to avoid mentioning schemes or rules, as they are
of a different logical type from words, whereas combin-
ations of words are either of the same or of a closely
connected logical type. But we may perhaps say that the
rules or schemes of combination are logical constructions
from the combinations which have actually been used.

The rules or schemes prevailing in modern European
languages are very complex; the significance of a
particular construction depends not only upon the sorts

of words, the parts of speech for example, which make up
the combination called a sentence, but upon the particular

words., Compare the king is dead and the day is cloudy.

I have explained at some length the sort of account
I should give of the process of becoming acquainted with
a language. It seems to me that most people go through
the process sufficiently far to be able to use their
native languages quite adequately for ordinary purposes,
but are much less able to see what the correlations are,
with which they are as a matter of fact conforming,

between elements of the world and words. The erratic
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way in which the elements of the world are correlated with
words and their schemes of combination seems to be one of
the chief sources of philosophical problems, As a result
of these erratic correlations people sometimes, when they
are making abstract or complicated statements, use
combinations of words which are not part of any accepted
scheme. There seem to be several ways in which this can
happen. A clear account of what meaning is would say
exactly how these ways differ; I think it suffices for me
to point out that there are different ways. Sometimes
people use combinations of words which are not part of an
accepted scheme in such a way as to produce what would
usually be called contradictions, and sometimes in such a
way as to produce what would usually be called nonsense.
It seems that sometimes people also use novel combinations
which are neither contradictory nor nonsensical, and are
making innovations as a result of which a new scheme of
combination is added to the language they are using.

So far I have only spoken of combinations of words
as instruments which either are significant, that is to
say communicate beliefs or statements, or are intended to
be significant, but are not so because they do not follow
an accepted scheme of combination. But it is pretty clear

that people use combinations of words not only for the sake



79

of making statements, but from various other motives. The
notives for using words on any occasion are probably as a
rule, and chiefly, desires to produce certain effects in
some person or people who hear or read the words.,

Probably the effect which is most commonly desired is that
the hearer or reader shall become aware of the statement
which is being made, or in other words shall understand the
sentence which is being used, or make the response
appropriate to certain elements of the world; perhaps I
should say the joint effect consisting of understanding and
belief, That 1s, the desire to communicate is probably
the commonest, though not the sole motive. But other
effects are also often sought, and among those which are
perhaps, after understanding, most commonly sought are that

2
the hearer or reader shall act or feel in a particular way.“

2 The distinction between the wish to make a statement
and other motives resembles the distinction drawn by

C. K. Ogden and I, A, Richards in the meaning of meaning
between the referential and the emotive use of words.,
The distinction is first introduced on page 10, in the
third edition, and use is made of it in many places.

But Messrs. Ogden and Richards often write as though
words spoken on a particular occasion exemplified one
use or the other, but not both. It seems to me

that most sentences are used from several kinds of
motive., The general account of meaning which I

suggest in this chapter differs a good deal,

I think, from that given by iMessrs. Ogden and

Richards,
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It is obvious that both these objects are sought by a man
who makes a political speech or delivers a‘warning. It is
also pretty clear that some words and expressions are
particularly likely to lead to actions or feelings on the

part of the hearer or reader; for example, patriot, noble,

selfish, inhuman, coward, loyalty, whitqhan, honour, and

countless others, It seems to me that most ethical words

are in this class; right, good, ought, duty, and soon,

though not optimific or deontological, I am not called

upon to say what the causes are of this or that word being
a specially effective stimulus to action or feeling; all
I require is agreement that there are words which are
specially effective in this way.

It is fairly familiar that the same statement can
often be made in several different ways, that is, several
sentences can be found with the same meaning, and that
sometimes one sentence is much more likely than another
which has the same meaning to lead to actions or feelings
on the part of the hearer or rsader- If a man has to
choose between sentences some of which are more likely
than others to stimulate actions or feelings, and chooses
one of those that are more likely, the cause of his
choosing this rather than some other sentence is probably
that he desires the occurrence of some kind of action or

feeling on the part of the hearer or reader, It seems to
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me that most people are not as a rule aware that they are
choosing the words they use from other motives than the
desire to make a particular statement, and that if there are
any expressions or uses of expressions which commonly occur
in sentences without having an accepted correlation with
elements of the world, most people are not as a rule aware
of the difference between the use of these expressions and
of others. But that there are expressions or uses of
expressions which commonly occur in sentences without having
an accepted correlation with elements of the world is not
at all a general belief, None the less I think it not im-
probable that there are such expressions or uses, and if
there are, a very easy naturalistic explanation of the use
of ethical expressions is possible,

This explanation would be something like what follows,
An expression or use of an expression has an accepted mean-
ing if those who use it have the habit of responding, when
they hear or read it, in a way appropriate to some element
of the world, or a habit of so responding to its occurrence
in some accepted scheme of combination, The distinction
between expressions which have and expressions which lack
accepted meanings is not entirely definite; some meanings
are more fixed than others, and the more fixed are those
for which there are fewer failures to make the appropriate
resSponse . As a rule a speaker or writer chooses a word,

if it is a word for which he might find alternatives,
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either as a result of its meaning being more fixed than that of
the alternatives, or as a result of the assumed greater probab-
ility of its leading to a desired action or feeling on the part
of the hearer or reader. Sometimes an expression has no
accepted meaning at all, but is specially likely to give some
sort of stimulus to action or feeling; and the motives which
lead people to choose such expressions are usually desires for
the occurrence of an action or feeling on someone's part, Most
people are not aware that some expressions have no accepted
meanings, and suppose that they are doing the same sort of thing
in using such expressions as in using expressions with accepted
meanings from a desire to produce understanding. It is the
easier for them to make this mistake, because as a rule a
sentence in which an expression with no accepted meaning occurs
has some meaning, to which the expression in question does not
contribute. The word good, about which there is so much
discussion, is in certain of its uses a word with no accepted
meaning, but it is a word which 1s constantly used because it
is specially likely to lead to actions or feelings on the part
of the hearer or reader, Consequently such a sentence as

to lower the rate of income tax would be a good thing, if it

exouplifies one of the uses of the word good which have no
accepted meaning, has no meaning as a whole, because not all
the words in it are capable of contributing to its meaning; but

it has some meaning, namely that income tax is in force.
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But the sentence evidently has not the same meaning

as the sentence income tax is in force, for in that

case, that income tax is in force would be the meaning
of the sentence as a whole. Since sentences containing
expressions with no accepted meaning have as a rule a
meaning in this limited way, it has been harder than it
would have been otherwise for people to see that there
are some words and other expressions which are in a
certaln sense meaningless.

If it is admitted that there are expressions which,
in the sense I have tried to explain, have no accepted
meanings, then I think that the account I have just given
of the use of ethical words may well be true. I0st ethical
expressions clearly fall within the class I have already
spoken of which consists of expressions that are specially
likxely to lead to some action or feeling on the part of
the hearer or reader. The expressions in this class seem
t0 have another common character, namely that their mean-
ings are much Harder than those of others to define or
explaine. There is no definite line between the expressions
that are specially effective and others; they differ
in degree of effectiveness. Similarly the difference
in difficulty or ease of definition or explanation is

one of degree, and the degree of this difficulty seems
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to correspond approximately to the degree of an ex-
pression’s * effectiveness. It is natural to conjecture
that some or all of these expressions are harder to
explain and more effective stimuli to action or feeling
the more they depart from having an accepted meaning.
So if it is admitted that there are expressions with no
accepted meanings, a fairly convincing argument can be
used to show that most or all ethical expressions are of
this sort, so that ethical naturalism is probably or
certainly true. Whether such an argument really can
give a proof of naturalism I do not feel sure, and I can
see various difficulties which would still have to be
solved.

There are two sorts of difficulty,.arising from
the sort of naturalistic argument I have stated, which
impress me most strongly. One of these difficulties 1is
that we can apparently distinguish between different senses
or uses of expressions which, according to my argument,
have no accepted meanings, and can to some extent define
them or explain their use or meaning; the other is that
there are certain ethical expressions which do not seem
to be mearly so likely as the majority consisting of the
more fTamiliar expressions to lead to some action or

feeling on the part of the hearer or reader; these less

effective expressions are mostly expressions which have
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been invented by philosophers for technical purposges.
I propose to consider these difficulties in the order in
which I have stated them.

We often speak, and I have spoken in this essay,
about different senses or uses of this or that ethical
expression; for example, I have had occasion to write
about that use of the word good in which it has the same

sense in which the phrase intrinsically good is used; 1

have also distinguished above between uses of the word
good which have no accepted meaning and uses which have.
I do not think the latter distinction involves a special
problem; we are facedﬁith a problem when we try to see
what is meant by saying that a certain word is used in
one sense on one occasion and in another sense on another,
and when we try to see exactly what is meant by saying
that a word in a certain use has no accepted meaning,

or that a certain meaningless use ig the same as or
different from a certain other, but I do not think there
is a third problem about the difference between signifi-
cant and meaningless uses.

When we distinguish between different uses or senses
of ordinary words with accepted meanings, what sort of
distinction we are making is up to a point fairly clear.
We are saying that in some sentences in which a certain

word occurs the adjoining words, or the context of the
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sentence, or the voice of the speaker, or something of
that sort, indicate that the word is being used with a
different accepted meaning from that which similar indica-
tions ghow that it has in some other sentences. So it is
pretty clear that i1If there are expressions or uses of ex-
pressions without accepted meanings, either we must be
mistaken in supposing there are ever different meaningless
uses or senses of one expression, or the meaningless uses
or senses of an expression must differ from one another in
quite a different sense from that in which the ordinary
uses or senses of expressions differ.

I stated as a second part of my first difficulty that
we can to some extent define meaningless uses of expressions
or explain such uses or their meanings; this point is, I
think, closely, connected with that which I have just stated.
If I may assume that there is a clear distinction between
ethical and non-ethical expressions, I may say that ethical
expressions can be defined either by means of each other,
or by means of non-ethical expressions; a definition will
be by means of ethical expressions, or in ethical terms, if
it contains at least one ethical expression; otherwise it
will be by means of non-ethical expressions, or in non-
ethical terms. Both kinds of definition have been given

by philosophers. Any theory which includes definitions
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of all ethical expressions in non—ethicél terms will of
course be naturalistic. It seems to me that all non-
ethical definitions of ethical expressions have always
aroused controversy, have not been at all widely accepted,
and have been far from plausible, even if they have not
actually been the result of mistakes; whereas some des-
finitions of ethical expressions in ethical terms would be
questioned by scarcely anyone, and about many others it
seems very hard to be sure that they are wrong, even if
they have not been generally accepted. For example,
probably almost everyone would admit that to speak of
someone's duty, in certain senses or uses of the word
duty, has the same meaning as to speak of what he ought to
do, and in certain senses or uses, the same perhaps, has
the same meaning as to speak of what it is right for him
to do. Professor loore argued in Principia Ethica that

25
rightness can be defined in terms of goodness. That

this is so is not generally admitted, it is denied for

26
example, by r. T.De Ross in the Right and the Good.

But it is very hard to see for certain that professor iloore's
opinion is false, and it cannot be disproved by the sort

of tests which, I have suggested, seem to disprove

25 On pages 146-7 of the third impression.

26 On pages 8-1ll and elsewhere.
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naturalistic definitions of ethical expressions. So it
geems as though in some sort of way ethical expressions
make a closed system, and stand in quite a different
relation to each other from that in which they stand to
other expressions; as though their uses or meanings are
intergonnected in a way in which they are not connected
with the uses or meanings of other expressions. If we
think, as I have just been supposing, that most or all
ethical expressions have no accepted meanings, although
most people make the mistake of thinking they have the same
sort of meanings as ordinary expressions, we shall not be
surprised to find the uses or apparent meanings of ethical
expressions isolated in this way. e shall naturally expect
that if ethical expressions seem to be capable of defini-
tion, they will seem to be definable by means of each
other rather than by means of expressions with accepted
meanings. That the uses or meanings of ethical expressions
seem to be closed or isolated in this way is entirely
compatible with the sort of naturalism I am suggesting,
but it is also compatible with most or all non-naturalistic
theories. For according to those theories ethical expres-
sions will have accepted meanings, and meanings of a
special sort which could only be defined in ethical terms.
It seems, then, as though we can distinguish between

different uses or senses of expressions which have no
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accepted meaning, and can say that in a certain meaning-
less use such an expression is used in the same sense as a
certain other; and can thus define such expressions in
terms of each other, though not in terms of significant
expressions. If we -accept the conclusion, which is I
think surprising, but which is part of my account of
having an accepted meaning, that expressions differ in the
degree in which they have an accepted meaning, then I think
we can explain on the same lines the apparent differences
of use or sense among meaningless expressions, or the
possession of different meaningless uses, and the apparent
identity of sense between different meaningless expressions
or uses. Suppose any expression, significant or not,
leads on some occasion to some action or feeling on the
part of the hearer or reader, or in fact any response on

" his part other than understanding of a statement, I shall
call for the sake of convenience this result which is
produced the efficacy which the expression has on that
occasion. Then if the meaningless use of an expression
has on nearly all occasions efficacles closely resembling
one another, the expression has only one meaningless use.
But if the meaningless use of an expression has very
diverse efficacies on different occasions, the expression

has as many meaningless uses as there are sets of efficacies
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whose members closely resemble one another. A meaning-
less use of one expression has the same sense as a
meaningless use of another expression if most members of
the set of efficacies which constitute one use closely
resemble most members of the set constituting the other
use. Supposing these definitions are approximately right,
and supposqng ethical uses of expressions really are
meaningless ﬁses, then a fairly adequate naturalistic
account of them has been given, even if it is harder to
see in exactly what sense meaningless uses can be defined
by means of each other. e may perhaps say that one of
these uses gives the definition of another if they have
the same sense, in the sense that has been defined, and
if the defining expression has more parts than the defined
expression has each of which has a meaningless use of its
own, that is each of which has a set of efficacies closely
resenmbling one another.

There remains one subsidlary obscurity which I
should like to clear up before considering my second
difficulty; in what sense can one speak, as 1 have
above, of these definitions about meaningless uses as
right or correct? As a rule, I think that to say a
definition is right is to say that the expression or
use of an expression which is supposed to be defined

actually is commonly used in the sense in which the
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definition states that it is used. But my definitions

appear to define not only uses of my own phrase meaningless

use, but also some quite familiar expressions; for
example I profess to say in what sense a meaningless

use of one expression has the same sense as a meaningless
use of another. It seems to me very unlikely that people
commonly speak of expressions having the same sense in
the sense given by my definition. I think they make the
mistake of supposing that meaningless uses are significant
uses, they perceive the relations on account of which I
should say that meaningless uses have the same sense in
the special sense appropriate to them, and they mistake
these relations for those on account of which we say that
significant uses have the same sense, in the ordinary
sense. So I think people would as a rule mistakenly
ascribe identity of sense in the ordinary sense to
meaningless uses. Then my definitions are not correct
in the ordinary sense, for they are not correct interpre-
tations of ordinary usage. They are correct in this
special sense, which I think we have to aim at, in
subjects qbout which mistakes are widespread, that it
is-ﬁﬁgiﬁﬁgfp?o ascribe identity of sense in the ordinary
sense to meaningless uses, that none the less there is g
certain relation which holds between all or a great

majority of the pairs of meaningless uses to which
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identity of sense would commonly be ascribed, and that
there is a certain formal analogy between the sets of
things in which this relation is found and the sets of
things in which identity of sense in the ordinary sense
is found. A similar explanation would be given about
all my definitions.

The second of the difficulties, arising from the
sort of naturalistic argument I have suggested, which I
proposed to consider, was that that there are certain
ethieal expressions which do not seem to be nearly so
likely as the majority to lead to some action or feeling
on the part of the hearer or reader. A very good example
of this class of ethical expressions is given by the
word optimific, which was used, I do not know whether

for the first time, by Mr. W. D. Ross in The Right and

the Good. On page 34 he defined the word by implication

as having the same sense as the expression productive of

the best pbssible consequences. The word optimific is

evidently not a familiar word, but must have been invented
by some philosopher to have the sense I have just given,
or something like it; whereas the defining phrase con-
tains the familiar ethical word best, and will therefore,
according to the sort of theory I em proposing, be a
phrase with a meaningless use. But 1t seems as though

there is not very much likelihood of the use of the
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word. ggpimific'leading to actions or feelings on the
part of the hearer or reader, or at any rate not much
likelihood of its having sets of efficacies whose members
closely resemble one another. So it seems as though it
must be false to say that the word optimific has the same
sense as the defining phrase, in the special sense appro-
priate to meaningless uses, and as though some special
explanation of the way in which such a word is used is
needed.

I think all- ethical expressions belong to one or
the other of the two classes exemplified by this word
and the expression used to define it; that is, I think
all are either familiar ethical expressions about which
my theory that their ethical uses are meaningless is
comparatively plausible, or expressions which have been
invented by philosophers for technical purposes, and used
chiefly by them, and defined by them by means of familiar
ethical expressions. For all I know, there may be
expressions which have begun as members of the second
class and pressed into familiar use; but these will now
simply either be members of the first class, or have
acquired a non-ethical sense, so that they will not
CONCEern me now. So having accounted for familiar
ethical expressions, to complete my theory I only have

to account for those of which the word optimific is a
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representative, which we may call technical ethical
expressions. I think there are two ways at least
in which I could take account of the technical ex-
pressions, and I shall state first that which seems to me
less probable. If my theory is admitted to be true as
far as it 1s about familiar expressions, I think it is
not worth while to consider the possibility that none
the less a non-naturalistic account of the technical
expressions is true.

The first possible account of these expressions,
and that which on the whole I should reject, is that
unlike the other expressions they are significant, and
have meanings which can be defined not only by means of
the expressions which would usually be sald to define
them, but also in terms of or in reference to those ex-
pressions. It may be, for instance, that the word
optimific is used in the same sense, in the ordinary sense
appropriate to significant uses, in which one would use

the expression having the character for which the phrase

productive of the best possible consequences would be used

to stand. This is a perfectly intelligible account of the
word's use, and the defining phrase 1s certainly signifi-
cant, although according to my theory there is no character

for which the phrase productive of the best possible

congsequences would be used to stand, and so nothing ever
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would be optimific; it is not only possible but pro-
bable that philosophers have thought there was such a
character. But for technlical ethical expressions to

have meanings of the sort I have described would be
imcompatible with the sort of definition of them that
would always be given. For an expression is never defined
as having the same sense as an expression like having

the character g5 certaln phrase would be used to stand

for, but simply as having the same sense as whatever
phrase could have been used in a larger expression of
this sort. If a definition were of the sort I have
suggested, then whenever a defined expression was used
something would be said by the sentence containing it
about part of the defining expression, for example about

the phrase productive of the best possible consequences.

But obviously sentences contalning defined expressions
never, or hardly ever, are about part of the defining
expression, but only about whatever the defining expres-
sion is used to stand for.

I am inclined to think the second of the possible
accounts of these technical expressions which I can
discover is approximately right. It seems to me that,
although one might naturally think otherwise, technical
ethical expressions are expressions with meaningless uses,

and have sets of efficacies whose members closely resemble
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one another, and closely resemble most members of a

set of efficacies which constitutes some use of the
defining expressions; that is, in the appropriate

sense these expressions have the same sense as some use
of their defining expression. But these technical
ethical expressions are only used within small circles
of people, and rarely among them. If one of them were
used among people who had not heard the definition, or
not accustomed to the use of definitions, its efficacy,
if any, would probably not much resemble those which it
ordinarily had among people familiar with it; this of
course would not give the expression a meaning. On the
other hand if the expression passed into ordinary use, and
its definition were fairly widely known, it would simply
become a familiar ethical expression. I am inclined to
think that, within these small circles of people in
which they are used, technical ethical expressions have
meaningless uses entirely comparable to the meaningless
uses of familiar expressions.

The sort of naturalistic theory I have suggested,
based on a particular view of the meaning of expressions,
has a considerable advantage over most naturalistic
theories. No arguments against naturalism of the first

and second sort that I suggested seem to have any tendency
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to disprove it. Some argument of the third sort might
perhaps be used agalinst the theory, but as I have said
it is doubtful whether the third sort of argument amounts
to more than a particular way of expressing disbelief in
naturalism. The theory has the further advantage, as
I ha&e said above, that it is possible to say in terms
of it how contrary opinions may have arisen. I shall
only cive a very short account of the way in which
according to this theory contrary opinions may have
arisen, both because to say what the causes are of some-
one holding a belief contrary to one's own is not a way
of disproving what he believes, and because questions
about the causes of errors are not philosophical questions,
but more probably psychological, except perhaps for those
who hold belief's which make error seem improbable or
impossible.

I think one would explain the origin of contrary
opinions in terms of my theory in this sort of way.
What meaning is, in any of the senses with which philoso-
phers are concerned, is not at all generally understood.
Thus no one, or scarcely anyone, has seen that there are
some expressions which have no meaning in the sense in
which we most commonly say that expressions have, and

in which most, but not all, expressions undeniably have

meanings . It has been supposed that all expressions in
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ordinary language have meanings in exactly the same
sense, and a sense in which as it happens ethical
expressions have none. Since it has been possible to
elucidate the meaning of expressions of a variety of
other kinds by analysis and definition, it has been
supposed that all_expressions, including ethical expressions,
can be treated in the same way. So almost all previous
ethical theories have been formed, based on the false
belief that certain uses of expressions had meanings in
a particular sense in which they had none. But the fact
that these uses of expressions are, as it happens, meaning-
less has shown itself in the impossibility of arriving at
any certainty that the proper analysis or explanation of
the meaning of one of these expressions has been found,
except when it has seemed possible to define them in terms
of each other, as a result of similarities between their
efficacies, and in the impossibility of finding any test
to decide whether a proposed definition or explanation is
correct.,

I believe that when a theory such as that which I
have suggested is true, one is not as a rule convinced
of its truth by arguments from which it seems as though
it can be deduced, but rather by reflexion on the theory

itself, as a result of which one sees more and more clearly
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that the problems which previously existed have ceased
to be problems%’ It does not seem to me clear that
ags a result of my naturalistic theory of ethics the
problems it 1is concerned with are solved; but I doubt
whether this Would in any case seem clear, even if the
theory were true so far as it goes, as long as what
meaning is, in various senses of the word meaning,
remains undecided. Such remarks as I have made on
that subject leave it, I fear, not much less obscure
than it was before; though if what I have said about
various aspects of learning and understanding a language
is true, it improves our insight into the question
slightly by showing which of the elements involved need
our attention if we are to make a thorough analysis.
I should not be surprised if some theory like that which
I have suggested were true; I can see no strong objection
to it, as I can to every other theory on the same subject
that I am familiar with. But I am by no means fully con-
vinced of the truth of my sort of theory.

I propose now to say something about an ethical
theory suggested by Mr. R. B. Braithwaite in a paper

called Verbal ambiguity and philosophical analysis,

47 F.P. Ramsey seems to have thought something of this
sort. See pages 263-9 of the foundations of mathe-~
matics.
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published in Proc. Arist. Soc. 1927—82:& Mr. Braithwaitds
theory was not entirely unlike my own; on page 137 of
his paper he said 'a great number of the sentences in
which the word "good" occurs are merely noises made

either to "purge" an emotion in the speaker or to produce
directly a definite action or emotion in the hearer.!
Evidently in part of this sentence he was saying something
about some ethical expressions not unlike what I have
suggested about a.llz.'7 But the part of his theory I want
to consider 1s his opinion about those ethical expressions
which he thought were not mere noises, but had meanings.
What he said about thesevother expressions was directed
against professor Moore's opinion that intrinsic goodness
is a quality. His theory was to the effect that the
word good is commonly used in a great many more senses
than are commonly distinguished. Many people have seen
that the word good is used in a great variety of senses,

for example that it can have the same sense as intrinsi-

cally good, or morally good, oygood as a means. But Mr.

Braithwaite thought that the variety was much wider than

2% I have examined this theory much more fully in an
essay entitled Ethical words and Ethical facts, @
SuI Town s Mlnd & October 193%. I am more
1n011ned to favour Mr. Braithwaite's theory than I
was when I wrote that essay.

29 I only noticed this point of resemblance after forming
my own conjecture about meaningless uses.
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has been detected, and that even when the word good would
be said to have the same sense as intrinsically good it

can have a great many different senses. On page 144 of
his paper he said 'it seems to me that when I express in
words a genuine ethical judgment + + « o« I am using the
word "good" . . . . to stand for a definite constituent
of the proposition, but that I am by no means certain
that, when I express in words a sécond ethical judgment,
I am referring to the same constituent of the proposition.!
And further down on the same page he said 'it seems to
me possible thét when I judge that the mental states of
a person appreciating Hamlet are good, I am judging simply
that I approve of these states; but that, when I make
the judgment that the effects of a decrease in the duty
on whisky would be good, I am judging that these effects
contain a greater amount of happiness than would be con-
tained in the effects of leaving the duty unchanged.'®

Mre. Braithwaite's theory and his statement of it are
rather complicated, and I could probably not do full
Justice to it except by aquoting at great length. But it
gseems to me pretty clear from his paper, and in particular
from the statements I have quoted, that his theory was
about the meanings of ethical expressions, and in

particular of the word good; and that he confined his



{07

attention on the whole to those uses of the word 5ood
in which it would be said to have the same sense as the
phrase intrinsically pgood. I shall venture to put in my

Which
own words that part of his theorz{l want to discuss, s0

far as I have understood it not only from my quotations
but from his whole paper. Philosophers have been right
in saying that the word good is used in a variety of
senses, and I suppose Mr. Braithwaite would say the same
of other ethical words; but they have not perceived the
extent of this variety. Although all those occasions of
the word's use when it would commonly be said to be used
in the same sense may have something in common which 1is
not shared by other occasions of its use, yet even within
these groups of occasions the word is actually used in
many different senses, more perhaps than could easily

be classified. This variety of senses is the cause of
the plausibility of arguments against naturalism of the
first sort which I described in thils chapter, which I
called arguments from the uniqueness of goodness. Such
arguments appear to show that the word good, for example,
is used to stand for some other character than that for
which it would stand according to some suggested definition.
They seem to show this because whenever some definition is

suggested one unconsciously compares it with some sense
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Hhaot
in which the word 5ood can be used other thanAyhich the

definition would give, and thus concludes that the
definition is not a correct definition of the sense of

the word that is being considered, although it may as a
matter of fact correctly give a sense in which the word

is sometimes used witﬁin that group of occasions within
which its use in the sense one has unconsciously considered
in comparison falls.

Something like this was I think part of what Mr.
Braithwaite wanted to say. I am fairly sure that the
exact theory which he put forward is not true, though I
think it contains very useful suggestions. As a result
of the complex form in ~vhich he put his theory it could
be discussed and criticised from many different points of
viev. I propose only to criticise it here on two grounds;
first by showing that Mr. Braithwaite's general conclusion
is very unlikely, and secondly by showing that one of the
reasons by which it was supported was the result of a
mistake. His general conclusion 1s that the word good,
and I suppose other words, are used in a large number of
different senses, so that the word good, for example, is
sometimes used to stand for something about approval,
sometimes for something about happiness, and sometimes in

other senses. A number of reasons could be given for
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denying this. I think it suffices for me to say at
this point that if the word good is used in the way
lr. Braithwaite suggests, then sentences containing it

are sometimes sentences about approval, sometimes about
5 N

Faoo . aflust R avis eomgig
lappiness, and s¢ on, or/are sometimes used 2ERPCHr..
_;quwwmzamm,.

/(But those who use these sentences are presumably not
aware that they are using them as sentences about
approval, or whatever it may be, and that they are using
them in senses in which they could equally well use
other sentences, containing for instance, not such a
word as good, but such a word as approve, which would
not have the misjeading character that good apparently
has. It seems to me very unlikely that the word good
and other ethical expressions are really used in this
complicated way, and in a way involving these compli-
cated states of ignorance in the users.

The more detailed considerations about Mr. Braith-
waite's theory which I want to express can more appro-
priately be given in the second part of my criticism.
Hig theory was, as I have said, about the meanings of
certain expressiong, that is, I think, about rhat would
ordinarily be called the meanings of these expressions.

In examining the meaning of any expression there are

at least two quite separate groups of situations or

facts hich we may consider; namely the intentions
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of the people who use the expression in gquestion, which
we consider when we asl the question what an expression
1s used to stand for or to signify, and effects which
the use of an expression has upon those who hear or
read it, which we consider when we ask the question in
what sense an expression is understood, or what meaning
is attached to it by its hearers or readers. Whether
one or the other or both of these kinds of consideration
is relevant depends upon the sense of the words mean and
meaning with which we are concerned. For example, if
we want to discover what someone meant by a certain
expression on a certain occasion, we are trying to
answer a question of the first kind, although to attend
to considerations of the second kind as well may help
us to answer it. It seems to me that the sort of
question which Mre. Braithwaite would have to answer if
he were asking what the meaning of the word good is,
for instance, is a question about the effects which the
use of the word has upon those who hear or read it.

For I think that to ask what the meaning of a certain
expression is, in the sense in which these words would
ordinarily be used, is to ask what sense would most
commonly be attached to it, or something of this sort.

I do not know how to analyse or define at all clearly
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expressions about people attaching a sense to this or
that expression, but I think it is worth while at this
point to say as much about these expressions as does
seem to me foirly clear. I can then consider whether
my own view of meaning conflicts at all with the
argunpents Mr, Braithwaite used.

It seems to me pretty certain that expressions
about the ordinary meaning of expressicns are to be
defined in terms of the sense which has generally been
attached to the expreszions whose meaning is in question
by those who have heard or read 1t, or in terms of the
sense which in certain circumstances would be attached,
according to the sort of expression; and that expressions
about the sense which is attached to some expression by
its hearers or readers are to be defined in terms of some
effects or happenings in or affecting those who have
heard or read the expnression. The most obvious alterna-
tive to defining the ordinary meaning of an expression in
terms of the sense attached to it, or which would be
attached to it by hearers or readers, is to define it in
terms of the sense attached to it, or which would be
attached to it by people using it, that is in terms of
what 1t is used to stand for. 1 think the two sorts of

definition would very likely come to the same thing,
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because the sense which the users of an expression
attach to it when they use it is probably as a rule

the same as they would attach to it if they heard or
read it. None the less I think that a correct defini-
tion would be in terms of the sense attached by hearers
and readers, not by users, although I am not sure what
is the best way of showing that this is so. But suppose
it could be shewn that a certain sense had always or
nearly always been attached to a certain expression by
those who had used it, then I think this fact by itself
would suffice to show us what was the ordinary meaning
of the expression. If on the other hand i§ could be
shown that a certain expression had always or nearly
always been used in a certain sense, but had had various
different senses attached to it by those who had heard
or read it, I think we should say that it was a coin-
cidence that the users of the expression had attached
the same sense to it, and that its ordinary meaning, if
it had one, could only be found by considering the
senses attached to the expression by those who had
heard or read it. So I am falrly sure that the
ordinary meaning of an expression is to be defined in
terms of the sense attached to it by hearers or readers.
I still have to say, so far as I can, how I think the

sense attached to an expression by 1ts hearers or
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readers is to be defined in terms of effects or happenings,
On this point I can only bhe very wa-ne, I think a
differsent sort of definition has to be civen for different
sorts of expression, that is that different scrts have
ordinsry meanings in different senses, I think one sort
of definition has to be riven for words and stereotyped
phrases, another snrt for other phrases, and another sort
for clauses and sentences, But if the definitions required
for words and for sentences could be found I think the
chisf part of the problem would hs solved.

I snoke above, in my account of the process of learning
a language, using what I fear were very obscure expressions,
about forming a hahit of responding to combinations of
words in a way appropriate to certain elements of the
world, with which the combinations of words may be sai? to
be correlated. It ssems to me that to attach a sense to
a certain expression is to respond or react to the sound or
sicht of the expression in a way in some sense appropriats
to some element of ths world or to something about the
world. But to make this description of the nrocess
clearer and more 23xplicit is exceedingly haril, Ary attempt
to clear un tho quostion seems to me impossibls without
certain assumptinns, Of these there are two which seem
to me the chief, and of whose truth I feel quite sure;

there may be other unavoidable assumptions that I am not
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aware of, These two assumptions are, first, that every .
sentence, whether or not it expresses a fact, if it makes
sense, is in some sense about some element of the world;
and second, that to react to the hearing or seeing of a
sentence in a way appropriats to some element of the world
or something about it is not to react in a way appropriate
in the same sense to some fact which the sentence expresses,
The first of these assumptions I think is pretty obviously
true, though I do not «xnow how to prove it; the second
might perhaps be questioned, but I think a conclusive
ragson for it can be riveny; that the proress of attaching
a sense to a sentence is evidently of the same =ort whether
what the sentence zays is fal=se or trve, a~4 if what a
sentence says is false there is no fact which it expresses
-~ if there wers one sort of attaching a sense or of
nnderstandines for falss statements and another for twe,
it would always be possible from sufficient knowledge of
the state of mind of someore und-rstanding a sentence to
t511 whether what he was understanding was true or false,
and this is obhviously not always possible,

The rrocess of attaching a sense to a word is
obviovely verv often a2 mart or agspect nf the process of
attaching a sense to a sentance; but nnt always, Ir I

complately understand a sentence I have heard, I have
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therefore attached a sense to every word in it, or every
word of a certain sort. But I may attach a sense to

an isolated word, as, for example, if L hear a sentence
in a foreign language and have to say that I only
understood one word of it. I think we have to say that
if I attach a sense to a word I sometimes, at any rate,
make a response appropriate to some element of the world,
whereas if I attach a sense to a sentence I make a
response appropriate not merely to some element of the
world, though I think this is always included, but to some
sort of arrangement or linking of elements of the world.
If what the sentence says is true, this arrangement and
the fact which the sentence expresses are themselves
slements of the world, though elsments on different
levels from each other and from the elements of the factio
To say clearly how anyone responds appropriately to an
arrangement or linking of elements of the world seems to
me even harder than saying how a response is appropriate

to some element, We can not say that he responds as

30 Differences of level were spoken of by John Wisdom
in logical constructions I and II, Mind April and
October 1931, in what I think was the same sense that

I am usin-, I am inclined to think that to he on

a different level comes to the same thing, or almost

to the same thing, as being of a different logcical

type.
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though the elements were linked in the way in question,
that is, in a way which would bs useful to him if they
were so linked; this, or something like it, is what he
does if he believes the statement that he undefstands,
but not otherwise?| It is just possible, however, that
the fact that a sentenee expresses something which can be
believed, whereas a word as a ruls does not, will form
part of the analysis of attaching a sense to a sentence.
We may, I think, set some idea of how the analysis
is to be carried further by reflecting on one part of the
processes which sometimes occur when people attach a
sense to an expression, In many people part of what
happens when they attach a sense to a word or a sentence
consists of a visual mental imase. The connexion
between the nature of this image and what would ordinarily
be called the meaning of the expression that is being
understood may be very obvious or very obsanwa, I
propose to consider a case in which the connexion is
obvious. Supposirg I hear the word Principia, I may
take it that the word is used as an abbreviation for

Principia Ethica, and I am then attaching a sense to the

31 T have derived this sort of wview of belief from
remarks by F., P, Ramsey in facts and propositions, on
page 144 of the foundations of mathemetics, end from
the nature of believing by R. B. Bralthwaite, Proc,

Arist, Soc., 1929-3,
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word; I mav at the same time have a mental image of my
nony of the book in its place in mv sh=lvea, Supnosin-,

acain, T hear the nenteonce your copy of Princinia Rthica

iz om the top shelf, I mav attach a sense to this

sentence, and at the same time have a mertal imace of the
same sort as irn the first case, In eithar case there is
on~ part nf my response to what I have heard which is
aprropriate bhoth to a certain element nf the world and

to a certain arrangement or linkinc of elements of the
wer1d in a sense which is up to a noint falirly <olear,

But the mere havin~ of the imace I have descrihed cannot
by itself constitvte the appropriate response to either
sort of expression, because there would be no irtrinsic
distinction between the images occurrin~ when words were
understood and those occurring wher sentences were
vnderstood; althmich what is understood is in the

latter nase in some ssanse somethin~ which can be believed,
in the former case not, And I am not sure that the sens=e
in which my mental imace 1is appropriate to elsment=s of
the wnrld holps us to find the racvired sense of the

word appropriate, thouth T think it mav, Tt seems as

thourh we may say “hat the supnosed images are
repregsentations of some glermart of the world or some

arrangements of slements, Ther possibly we can explain
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what appropriateness is by saying that someone attaching
a sense to an expression makes a response which is or
contains a representation of some slement oqbrrangemeht.
Even if this were true in some ordinary sense of
representation, the whole problem of appropriateness
would not be solved, for it would still be necessary to
say in exactly what sense a response is or contains a
representation; evidently very few responses are or
contain representations in the direct pictorisl way I
have used for an illustratioﬁ. I am not sure that any
ordinary sense can be found in which we could possibly
say that most responses which are instances of under-
standing an expression are or contain representations.

On the question what the difference is between
attaching a sense to a word and to a sentence I can
offer nothing better than a conjecture. It seems to me
that the right definitions may possibly be to this effect;
that the response made by a person who hears or reads a
word or a sentence in either case is appropriate to an
arrangement or a set of arranged elements, that is to say,
is or contains a representation of them; the arrangement
or the whole set may or may not itself be an element of
the world; but the person who attaches a sense to a

sentence in addition either believes that there is or

bolisves that there is not such an arrangement in the
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world or has an impulse or tendency to believe that thers
is or an impulse or tendency to believe that there is not.
This sort of definition sounds as though it were circular.
It would in fact be circular if belief had to be defined,
as perhaps it has, in terms of attaching a sense to an
expression, But it seems to me just possible that belief
is to be otherwise defined; I can not say exactly what the
definition by which we should avoid circularity would be,
but it would be to the effect that for someone to believe

a certain proposition is to héve a disposition to act in a
way which would be useful to him if the proposition were
true?' I think there may be an ordinary sense of the

word belief which can be defined in this sort of way.

This account of belief resembles that which Mr, Braithwaite

himself has given in The Nature of believing, Proc,

Arist, Soc. 1932-3; though it is not the same, as Mr.
Braithwaite included in his analysis not only a disposition
to act in a certain way, but a certain mental relation to

a proposition which he called entertaining it in thought,

I am not at all convinced that this factor has to be
included, at any rate for all senses of the word belief.

If thero is no sense of belisf which can be defined without

e B i

32 This theory could very well be expressed without
the use of the word proposition, which I have allowed
to stand here for the sake of brevity.
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the inclusion of this factor, then my definition of
attaching a sense to a sentence seems to be circular after
all; but I am inclined to think there is such a sense.
There are very considerabls difficulties abhout this sort

of definition‘of belief. The chief of them seems to be
that there are some situations in which one seems to have

a disposition to act in a way which would be useful if a
certain proposition were true although as a matter of.{d{}[—
one does not believe the proposition. But I think it

may be possible to overcome these difficulties.

I can now sum up the explanation I have given of the
ordinary meanings of words and sentences, including all
those parts of it which are only suggested very tentatively.
A word, according to the sorts of definition I have been
suggesting, has an ordinary meaning, if all or most of
those who have heard or roead it have made a responss
whish has containzd a part which was ir a c=2~tain sense
a repreasantation of some elemont or arrangement of
slements of the world, in the sense in which an arrange-
ment is something which may occur, but may not, and if
either all or mosﬂof the responses have contained
representations »f the same element or arrangement, or
every ons of them or nearly every one has belonged to one

or another of a definite number of sets, for each of which
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there has been only one element or arrangement of which
ali its members have contained representations, The
explanation of thr= ordinary meaning of & sentence has

to have a slightly different form, for I have to allow
for sentences which are. only used once or a few times,
but Which may none the less have ordinary meanings; the
ordinary meanings of sentences can not be explained in
terms of the senses which actually have been attached to
them, but only by expressions in a conditional form, and
in terms of the senses which would be attached to them in
certair circumstances, To make use of all the
definitions I have sucscested I have to make a very
elaborate statement, A sentenca has an ordinary meaning,
if either there is only one arrangement of elements of
the world or set of arranged elements, in the senses in
which an arrangement or set is something which might
occur, not which necessarily has occurred, such that if
anyone knowing the language to which the sentence belongs
heard or read the sentence he would be likely to make a
response containing a representation of it, or there is
a8 definite number of arrangements or sets such that if
anyone heard or read the sentence he would be likely to
make a response containing a representation of one or
another of them; and if in either case the person

hearing or reading the sentence would, if he made a
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response of the sort that was probable, either have a
digposition to act in a way which would be useful to him
if there were in the world the arrangement or set of
which his response contained a representation, or have

a disposition to act in a way which would be useful

to him if there were not, or have a tendency or impulse
to have one or the other of these sorts of disposition.
I do not think there is any statement we can make to the
effect that the ordinary meaning of a word or sentence
is something or other, But we can s0metimés show what
the ordinary meaning of a particular word or sentence is
by finding another expression which in the ordinary sense
has the same meaning. It is convenisnt to speak of a
word or sentence being correlated with an element of the
world or an arrangement or a set of arranged plements,
or with several; namely with those elements or
arrangements or sets representations of which are
connectad with the hearing or reading of the expression
in the way I have described. Then two expressions
have the same meaning if there is at least one slement
or arrangement or set with which both are correlated.
About the correctness of most of the details of this
account of meaning I feel quite uncertaing but of the

general principle that the ordinary meaning of expressions
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1s to be defined in terms of their effects on hearers or
readers I feel falrly certain.

It seems to me that this view of meaning affects
Mr. Braithwaite's theory about the meaning of ethical
expressions in two ways., First, it is clear that if,
as I have suppééed, he wanted to explain the ordinary
meaning of these expressions, then he could not prove
any conclusion about their meaning by showing that a
particular sense is attached to them by those who use
them. But this is the way in which he seems to have
tried to »rove such a conslusion, both in what he said in
my aquotation about using a word to stand for a constituent
of a proposition, and in what he said about judging things
sood, Secondly, it 1s reasonable to think that as a
matter of fact people generally do use expressions in
their ordinary meanings, that is, that the sense attached
to an expression by its user is cenerally the same as that
which constitutes, or one of those which constitute, its
ordinary meaning. So it will not be very likely that
an expression is often used in a particular sense, unless
it can be shown that that sense is also its ordinary
meaning, or one of the senses that constitvte its ordinary
meaning. Then\it will not he likely that the word good

is used in the sort of varisty of senses that Mr,
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Braithwaite suggested unless it can be shown that its
ordinary meaning in the sort of sense I have explained
contains or is made up by that variety of senses.

But as I have said, although I 4o not think Mr.
Braithwaite's sort of theory can be true in the form he
gave it, I think it can be adapted, so0 as to produce a
theory with a certain formal resemblance to it which is
consistent with and supplementary to the theory I have
suggested about meaningless uses, We shall then say,
in the terms of the theory I suggested, that all ethical
uses of expressions are meaningless uses, but that people
have generally failed to perceive that this is so because
gentences containing ethical expressions are generally
partly significant, that is, they have meanings, but there
is nothing which is the meaning of the sentence as a
whole., Two sortes of mistake have been made about the
supposed meanings of expressions in their ethical uses;
one by those who have thought that ethical expressions
had meanings of a special and peculiar kind, and have
therefore gziven non-naturalistic explanations of their
meanings, and the other by those who have thought that
allethical exprossions had meanings which could be
pxpressed by means of other expressions, and have

therefore given naturalistic explanations of thelr
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meanings, The naturalists have as a rule been less in
error than the non-naturalists, because they have
generally supposed that ethical expressions were
correlated with one or more of a certain set of characters,
which, as it happens, actually have a certain connexion
with the using of ethical expressions, It is'sometimes
suggested, for example, that to call something good

is to say something about the amount of happiness that
will result from it, and sometimes that it is to say
something about the speaker's attitude to what he calls
good, for instance that he approves of it; and it is-
suggested by Mr, Braithwaite that to call something good
is sometimes to say one of thsse things, sometimes the
other, and sometimes, I suppose, to attribute various
other characters to it. All these ascriptions of a
meaning to the word good are mistaken, but they have =
certain foundation; namely that when people use the word
good their use of it is very often accompanied by a
belief of one or another of several kinds about the thing
which they call cood, Sometimes, for instance, when
someone uses the word he has at the same time a belief
that something will lead to more happiness than some
alternative, and sometimes a belief that he has a feeling

of approval for some state of affairs, and sometimes
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some other kind of belief, although he is in no case
saying that he has this or that belief by using a
sentencse containing the word good. Facts such as these
about belisfs and perhaps other states of mind
accompanying the use of ethical expressions have caused
naturalistic moralists to make various false ascriptions
of meaning to ethical expressions, and among naturalists
Mr. Braithwaite has come much nearer to the truth than
most others, both in recognising the possibility that an
ethical vse of an expression may be meaningless and in
perceiving the variety of the helisfs by which ethical
nces of expressions are accompanied,

I have now completed my statsment of arguments
against and for naturalism,and of a particular nsturalistic
theory of ethics, The arguments that are adduced against
naturalism, includins the first two I have stated, are
very plausible, vat do not seem to me conclusive. It
seems to me that almost all ethical theories that have
been proposed so far have been open either to very strong
logical or to very strong common sense objections or
' both. One of the principal recommendations of the
naturalistic theory I have stated is that it seems to be
much less open to objections of these sorts than most

theories of either kind, It is not open, for examplse,
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to the first two sorts of objection to naturalism that I
stated, but 1t does seem to be open, like other
naturalistic thsories, to some objection of the third
sort, so far as the considerations I stated can be allowed
to count as a clear objection; and it is I think for
reasons of the third sort, and connected reasons which I
give elsewhere, that I myself feel very dubious about the
theory I have based on a consideration of the nature of
meaning, in spite of its neatness. It does seem as
though something were left out. But no unobjectionable
account of what is left out has bheen given, and a
téndency to feel as though something were the case is not
good evidence, but only a reason for seeking evidence.

On the whole, the search seems to lead in the direction
of some theory like the theory of meaningless uses I

have suggested.
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4. Reason and reasonableness.

I propose in this chapter to offer some reflexions

about the meaning of such words as reason and reasonable.

They have in common with such words as good, right, duty,

and so on, that they are used to do what would commonly
be called expressing valuations of conduct. I have not
sald so far whether I have meant to include such words as
reason in the scope of what I have said about ethical
expressions. They differ from the sort of expressions

I have instanced in my earlier chapters in that it does
not seem as though they cen be defined, in most of their
uses at least, in ethical terms, whereas it seems as
though the expressions I have hitherto considered can be
defined in ethical terms, even if as a matter of fact they
can not be defined at all in any ordinary sense. Accord-
ing to the theory about meaningless uses suggested in my
third chapter, such words as good and right in certain
uses can not be defined at all in en ordinary sense; but
whether this is s0 or not, it does seem as though words
like these can be defined in terms of each other, and it
is very difficult to feel sure, short of accepting the
theory about meaningless uses, that some definition of

rightness in terms of goodness, or goodness in terms of
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rightness, is not correct. It seems worth while to
enquire whether, if some sort of theory about the meaning-
less use of ethical expressions is true, the place that
people have mistakenly supposed to be taken by these express
sions in expressing opinions about conduct can be filled

by expressions about reason; that is, whether some or

all of the characters that have been supposed to belong

to the supposed meanings of ethical expressions actually
belong to the meaning of expressions about reason.

Words such as reason and reasonsble are unquestion-
ably used in various different senses. I propose to try
to dlstinguish some of the senses in which we speak about
reasons for acting, reasonable behaviour, and so on, and
to give analyses or definitions of some of them. I shall
try to show, or at least to suggest, that there is no
sense of any expression of this sort in which the ex-
pression stands for a non-natural character, or is to be
defined in terms of a non-natural character, with the
exception that there are one or two uses of expressions
which are perhaps to be defined in terms of some such
ethical character as goodness, if goodness is a character,
or at any rate explained in terms of a particular use of
the word good. I shall then consider one or two ways in

which such expressions are sometimes used by philosophers,

and enquire whether what is sald in these ways is true.
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I shall begln by considering various senses in which
we can speak of a reason for an action; and I shall
consider next some senses of the word reasonable. We can
speak of & reason for an action in various different ways.
We cean say about an action that someone has not yet per-
formed that he has a reason for performing it, or that
there 1s a reason for him to perform it; and about an
action that he has performed, that he had a reason for
performing it, or that there was a reason. We can also
say that he has a good reason, or that there is a good
reason and that there was a good reason, and so on. We
can also say that something is the reason or a reason or
a good reeson for someone to act in a certain way, or the
reason or a reason for which someone did act in a certain
way . There 1s one sort of sense in which some of these
expressions are sometimes used which I do not want to
discuss, and which is certainly different from those that
I shall discuss; I may as well illustrate this sort of
gsense and dismiss it at once. Consider such a sentence

as the reason for his eating so much was that he was very

hungry . It is just possible that such a sentence as this
could be used in one of the senses I want to discuss, but
it seems to me quite clear that in the sense in which it
would be most likely to be used the word reason simply
has exactly the same sense which the word cause would

have in a sentence beginning the cause of his eating so
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much., So I may as well say in advance that I do not

want to examine any uses of the word reason in which to
say that something is a reason is to say that it is a
cause, and to say only that. Bor I only want to consider
those senses of the word reason in which it stands for
something which has a special connexion with human
behaviour. It seems to me that anything which is said
to be the reason or a reason for a certaln action, actual
or possible, in any of the senses with which I am concern-
ed, is always either something to do with a desire on the
part of the actual or possible agent or something to do
with means by which such a desire might be fulfilled.

Consider such a sentence as his reason for taking the

medicine was that he wanted t0 sleep well, and such a

sentence as his reason for taking the medicine was that he

thought it would make him sleep well. It seems as though

in the siltuation which would be described by these sentences
there are two factors, each of which is said to be some-
one's reason for doing something; one of them is a desire
for a certain result, the other is a belief that a certain
action will have & certain result. I think it is clear

that what is a reason in either of these senses is a

certain kind of cause; but to say that it is a reason is not
merely to say that it 1s a cause. I think I can see more

or less how these uses of the word reason are to be analysed.
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I think the first sentence has the same meaning as his

desire to sleep well caused him to take the medicine,

and he believed that taking it was a means to sleeping

well; and the second the same meaning as his belief that

the medicine would make him sleep well caused him to take

3
it, and he wanted to sleep well.3 Since both the sentences

I am interpreting might express facts about the same
occasion, if these interpretations are correct we must
obviously be able to use the word cause in such a sense that
if a certain event or state of affairs caused a certain
other it does not follow that no other caused it. I think
we do often use the word in such a sense.

If these explanations of two uses of the word reason
are more or less right, a reason in these uses 18 a mental
event or disposition of one or another of two kinds, a
desire or a belief. It is fairly clear that in that case
statements that someone had a reason for some act he per-
formed, or that there was a reason, can be explained in the
same sort of way. Their meaning will be that he had some
desire which he believed would be fulfilled as & result of

the act in question, and that the desire or the belief or

33 We might speak of someone's reason for acting in s
certain way, taking medicine, for example, on an occasion
on which he is not aware of any desire or belief, but
acts from habit; but the desire and the belief caused
him to form the habit.
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both caused him to perform the act. The explanation to

be given of reasons for a possible action, an action not
yet performed, must be different. Nothing has yet caused
such an action, when we speak about it, and it is not certain
that anything ever will. So to say that someone has a
reason for acting in a certain way, or that there is a
reason for his acting in that way, can not be to say
anything about what has caused or will cause the act des-
cribed. I think that such words as reason are probably
used in more different senses about possible actions than
they are about actions that have been performed. There
is one of these senses which is closely connected with
the sense I have tried to explain in which the word
reason 1s used about actual actions. When we say that
someone has a reason for performing a certain action what
we say may mean that he has a desire which he believes
would be fulfilled as a result of that action. When we
say that there is a reason for someone to act in a certain
way what we say may mean that he has a desire which as a
matter of fact that sort of action would be likely to
satisfy, whether or not he is aware that this is so. I
have explained these two sorts of expression that we can
use in the ways that seem most appropriate to them; but
as a matter of fact I think both sentences beginning in

such a way as he has a reason and in such a way as there is
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a reagon can be used in either sort of sense; can be used,
that is, either to say that someone has a desire and a
certain sort of belief about it, as to say that someone
has a desire and there is a certain sort of fact about it.
This special duplication of senses does not happen when we
are speaking about actual, not possible, actions, as there
is then no question of referring to facts about the agent's
desires which were not known to him, There does not seem
to be a similar duplication of senses when we say that
something is a reason for someone to act in a certain way.
It seems as though when we mention as a reason for a
possible action on someone's part a desire of his, or
something about a means of satisfying it, it is usually
clear whether we are speaking about what he thinks would
be a means or about something which actually would. If,

for example, I use such a sentence as a reason for him to

insure his life is that he wants to provide for his family,

I think it is pretty clear that what I mean is something
to the effect that he wants to provide for his family, and
to insure his life would be a means of doing it, whether
he thinks so or not. The meening seems to be the same if

I use such a sentence as a reason for him to insure his

life is that it would enable him to provide for his family.

It seems that on the whole we are less likely to mentlon
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someone's belief about the means of satlsfying one of his
desires in speaking about a possible action than in
speaking about an action he has performed: if we did,

we should probably use a sentence to the effect that a

reason for his doing something is that he believes it

would produce a certain result.

I an afraid that I have only treated a small selection
from the ways in which we can speak about & reason, as
distinct from a good reason. I have sald nothing, for
example, about the sense in which a phrase about someone's
reason for a past action means the reason he alleged or
would have alleged; or the senses in which we can give
ag a reason for an actual or possible action by somebody, not
a desire of his or a fact or belief about the means of
satisfying a desire, but some state of affairs which some-
one wants to counteract or provide against, or which causes

him to have some desire; for instance that his health is

bad, or that he sleeps badly. I hope it is not necessary
for me to treat separately all these uses, which I think
can be defined on the same sort of lines as those I have
considered, that is which seem to be related in one way or
another to a situation forming a sort of practical
syllogism., The parts of such a situation are a desire,

a fact or a belief sbout the way in which the desire could

be fulfilled, and an action. I think it will be cleap that
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the senses in which we speak about a reason for acting
in a certain way are quite different from the sense or
senses in which we speak about a reason for thinking or
believing something. A reason for thinking or believing
is to be defined without any reference to desire, but
simply in terms of the certainty or probability which a
belief has in view of the thing sald to be a reason, or
perhaps in view of that in conjunction with other grounds.
I want to consider two other ways in which people
might possibly speak of a reason for an action, before I
g0 on to_consider good reasons. People might, I think,
speak as though a certain sort of fact would be a reason
for an action even in the absence of any connected desire,
namely a fact that a certain action was or would be the
best in the circumstances, or the right action. It might
be said that in that case there was a reason for perform-
ing the action whether one hoped to satisfy any desire by
performing it or not, or even that there was a reason
for wanting to perform it. I have suggested in my third
chapter that perhaps there are no facts that anything is
right or best, because when we use these words as I have
above they are being used in a meaningless way. But it
seems to me that even if that suggestion is false, as it
may be, to speak of the rightness or goodness of an action

as a resson for performing it or wanting to perform it,
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even for someone who has no desire to which its performance
is in any way related, is either a mistaken or at any rate
a misleading way of speaking; I am not sure which, for a
mistaken way of speaking, if it is used often enough, can
become correct but misleadiné?* Supposing the ethical

uses of such words as good and right have a sense, then the

rightness or goodness of an action may be a reason, not
for acting, but for thinking in a certaln way; for instance,
for thinking that it would be a good thing if the action
were performed, or if someone wanted to perform it. Again,
the rightness or goodness of an action would be a reason
for someone to perform it 1f it happened that he wanted

to do what is right or good. But I can not see how the
rightness or goodness of an action could be a reason for
acting in a certain way, or wanting so to act, except in

a sense which would be defined in terms of one or another
of these facts; that is, the facts that the rightness or
goodness of an action might be a reason for thinking in

a certain way, or might be a reason for someone to act

in a certailn way if in addition he wanted to do what is

right or good.
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The second way in which people might, I think, speak
of a reason for an action seems to me certainly a mistaken
way of speaking. Supposing a reason is suggested for
acting in a certain way which displays some character which
is commonly disapproved of, for example, selfishness, some-

one may say such a thing as that isn't a reason. It seems

to me that in such a case the thought the speaker meant to
express would be something either to the effect that that
would not be & reason for him or that the reason given was
not a good reason, was morally objectionable, or something
of that sorf? But it does not seem to me that there is
any sense which allows us to say that a reason can not
have either of these defects.

I am afraid that the account I have given of the way
in which we speak of a reason for acting is very incomplete,
and perhaps inaccurate in parts; but I hope I have said
enough to suggest that all the senses in which we commonly
speak about a reason, as distinct from a good reason,for
acting can be defined in terms of something to do with

desires and the means by which they might be satisfied,

35 Supposing the theory about meaningless uses suggested
in my third chapter is true, there will be a fresh problem
to solve; how are we to analyse sentences saying, for
instance, that someone thinks something good ? It is Just
possible that there can be such a thing as a meaningless
thought, in some sense; though this would not be the best
way of describing it, for we do not usually say that
thoughts have meanings. Buf o sy oot Widec@ oty al pesph
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although I know I have not said enough to prove this, I
shall next consider some of the ways in which we speak

about a good reason for acting. I hope I shall be able

to point them out rather more briefly than I was able to
point out the senses of the first sort of expression. I
shall take these expressions in the some sort of order in
which I took the corresponding expressions of the first sort.
We may say that someone's reason for acting in a certain
way in which he did act was a certain desire, or a certain
belief that the action in question would lead to the sat-
isfying of a desire, and that that reason was a good resason,
And we may say that he had a good reason or there was a good
reason for acting in a certain way. About actions not yet
performed, we may say that there is a good reason for some-
one to act in a certain way, or that he has a good reason.
And we may say that a certain desire felt by someone, or

a certain fact or a certain belief of his about the means
by which some desire could be satisfied, is or would be a
good reason for him to act in a certain way, or that he

has in it a good reason for acting in a certain way. It
seems to me that there are at kast two ways in which
expressions of this sort may be used. It seems to me

that when we call something a good reason or say there

is a good reason we may simply be saying that it is or
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there is a reason in one of the senses I have already
tried to explain, and in addition that the action for
which we say it 1s or there is a reason really would

lead or really would be likely to lead to the desired
result. I think all the sorts of expressgion I have
described can have some such sense as this. But I think
that all or most of them can also be used in quite another
way. I think when we call something a good reason or
say there is a good reason we may be saying that it would
be a good thing for a certain desire to be satisfied, and
that a certain action would be a means of satisfying it,
or that it would be a good thing for a certain result to
be produced, and that a certain action would be a means

of producing it. It seems as though part of the meaning
of a statement that there is a good reason in this sense
would always be that there is a good reason in the other
sense I tried to point out. But it seems as though part
of the meaning would also be that something would be good
in one of the ethical senses or uses of that word. Then
1f the suggestion made in my third chapter about meaningless

uses 1is true, in this use the phrase good reason will be

meaningless, or will in a certain sense be partly meaning-
less if we allow that this use includes the meaning of

good reason in the other semse. But if the suggestion I
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made is not true, then the meaning of the phrase good
reason in this second use is to be explained in terms of
the meaning, whatever it may be, of the word good.

I have now tried to give an account of the meaning

of such expressions as a reason or a good reason for sa

certain action, in which although I have not been able to

examine all the ways in which such expressions are used,
I hope I have been able to point out enough of their uses
to suggest that what they mean can always be defined in
terms of people's desires and of means of satiefying them,
with perhaps one exception. It seems to me that the only
exception to this principle is made by those uses of the

phrase good reason in which an ethical use of the word

good seems tooccur; and that the meaning of these uses

is to be explained in the terms I have described, and,

in addition, of whatever explanation is to be given of

the meaning of the word good, whether in terms of meaningless
uses or in some other way. If this is s0, then it follows
that all the senses in which expressions about a reason for
acting are used can be defined in terms which do not

include any non-natural character, unleas there is some

such character for which such ethical expressions as the

word good sometimes stand, in which case one or two of the

expressions about reasons would be defined in terms of
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that character.

Next I have to consider the various senses of the
word reasonable, which I fear are even harder to treat
exhaustively or to classify. We can speak of reasonable
behaviour, a reasonable person, & reasonable action,
prospect, objection, chance, proposal, price, belief, proba-
bllity, and so on. I caﬂnot possibly examine the senses
in which all the different types of thing are said to be
reasonable which we do call reasonable. There is one set
of uses of the word all of whose members I can certainly
exclude; that set, namely, whose meanings can be deflned
in terms of some proposition or statement or belief or
happening following from or being made likely by some
other, but without reference to the probable effects of a
particular action or piece of behaviour of a particular
person. Out of the instances I gave of things which can be
called reasonable, I can probably exclude on this ground
chances, beliefs, probabilities, and probably in some senses
prospects and objections. But there seem: to be a great
many uses of the word which cannot be excluded on this
account, and I am forced to confine myself to a small
gelection,. I shall therefore consider the senses in
which we can speak of a reasonable person or action, and

reasonable behaviour; and besides these phrases I shall
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consider certain uses of the word reasonsble when it is
not part of & phrase of this sort.

The third of the phrases I mentioned I can dismiss
very briefly. It seems to me that probably every sense

of the phrase reasonable behavliour is the same as some

sense of the phrase behaviour of a reasonable person; so I

only need to consider more fully the two remaining phrases.

Of these, I think the phrase reasonable action is the more

easily explained. One sense of this phrase has I think

a fairly clear relation to a sense in which we speak about
a reason for acting; an action was reasonable in this
sense if there was a good reason for it in the sense that
the agent rightly thought that it would lead or was likely
to lead to a desired result. Similarly a possible action
would be a reasonable action on someone's part if it would
lead or would be likely to lead to a result which he de-
sires. There is a second sense, which may perhaps be
definable in terms of the first, in which a reasonable
action is simply the action of a reasonable person, in some
sense of this latter phrase; this should perhaps be called
a group of senses, corresponding to several senses in
which we can speak about a ressonable person. There may,
I think, be senses in which we speak of reasonable action

other than these two, but these seem to be the principal
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and commonest senses., It is clear that the first sense
cen be defined in terms which do not include any non-
natural character; whether the second can be so defined

will depend upon the interpretation to be given to the

expression reasonable person.

I am afraid that this phrase is used in a great
variety of ways. A reasonable person may, I think, be
a person most of whose actions are reasonable actions in
the first sense I pointed out, or who performs more reasOnm~-
able actions than most people, or something of that kind.
Secondly, he may be a person who usually thinks clearly.
Thirdly, perhaps someone who both acts reasonably and thinks
clearly. Fourthly, someone who will hear reason, who is
open to argument. Fifthly, someone who habitually re-
flects before speaking or acting, or does not speak or
act impulsively. These are some of the senses in which
we can speak about a reasonable person, and there are
certainly others. Of those senses 1 have mentioned I
have only given brief and approximate definitions. But I
think it will be clear that the terms in which these uses
would be defined 4o not include any non-natural character.
It seems to me probable that each of the other senses in
which we can speak of a reasonable person stends in some
fairly close relation to one or another of the senses I

have tried to define. If that is s0, and it is hard to

be sure about such a point, then we may take it that there
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igs no sense in which any expression about a reasonable
person stands for or has to be defined in terms of a
non-natural character.

It remains for me to say a little about the use of
the word reasonable when it 1s not joined with a noun
in this way. A great many uses of the word can certainly
be interpreted in terms of reasonable actions, psople and
80 on, but a certein number remain which seem to be less
straightforward. It is easy to think, for instance, that
to say that it is reasonable to be reasonable, or it is
reasonable to act reasonably, makes sense and is not tauto-
logical. It seems to me that as a matter of fact sentences
like these are exceptionally ambiguous, and could scarcely
have a clear sense in any circumstances. Obviously they
could have senses that would be tautologicel -~ that to
be reasonable is to be reasonable, and to act reasonaebly is
to act reasonably and so on. Probably, as Mr. Re. B.
Braithwaite has saidi‘ 'we always try to interpret a
questlon as a question that can be asked "with significance"'
So we are inclined to think of sentences like these I am
considering as being used in some non-tautological sense

if possible. There are, it seems to me, a great many non-

36 On page 145 of proc. arist. soc. 1927-8.
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tautological senses they could have, so many as to prevent
them from having any sense, to put it paradoxically; or
to put 1t without paradox, they have so many senses in one
sense, namely senses which the constituent words and the
syntax allow, that they have no sense in another sense,
namely no sense whigh they could be used to communicate.
For example, to say that it is reasonable to be reasonable
might be to say that there is a reason or there are reasons
for performing reasonable actions, which would probably be
a tautology; or that there are reasons far being willing
to hear reason, or for habitually reflecting before acting;
or a number of other things. A similar variety of inter-
pretations can be found for a statement that it 1s reasonable
to act reasonably. I think 1t seems very probable that
all these interpretations would be of one or the other of
the two kinds I have illustrated, that is, such as to make
the sentences I am considering either mere tautologies or
synthetic statements which may quite well be false. But
the difficulty of deciding whether they are tautologies
or not may give them a deceptive alr of being synthetic
necessary truths. And I think it also seems very pro-
bable that no interpretation would have to be given in
which any non-natural character would be mentioned.

The incomplete and cursory review I have made of

some of the ways in which we use such words as reason and
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reasonable does, I think, suggest that there is no sense

of such expressions as these in which they stand for a
non-natural character, or something to be defined in terms
of a non-natural character, with one possible exception that
has been mentioned. I think this review also tends to
show something else, which I do not know how to put very
clearly; that, as Hume said?’reason is the slave of the
passions, and can never pretend to any other office than
to serve and obey them. Hume's language is very obscure
end metaphorical, and what he meant by saying in addition

that reason ought only to be the slave of the passions I

do not pretend to know. But I shall try to say shortly
what I think Hume meant by the other part of his conclusion,
the part with which, if my interpretation of it is right,

I agree. The conclusion to which I am led by considering
the meaning of expressions about reason, and which I think
Hume probably shared, is that there is no sense in which
there can be a reason for desiring or wishing for some-
thing, such that the reason has no connexion with any other

. 38
desire or wish of the person concerned.

Treatise of human nature, book II, part III ﬂ III.

I think it worth while to define the sense in which I
am using the expression there can be a reagon. I am saying
here that there is no sense of reason such that it makes
sense to say that there is a reason for desiring something,
and to say that the reason has no connexion with any other
desire of the person concerned.
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I shall conclude by considering briefly one or two
ways in which philosophers have spoken about reason
which seem to me mistaken. I think there is a particu-
lar kind of mistake which turns upon the supposition that
there are possible reasons for desiring something which
are unconnected with other desires. Professor J.S.

3
Mackenzie in his Manual of Ethics‘?criticised the opinion

of Hume that I have mentioned, and in doing so wrote of
what he called reason as a motive. 'tReason . . « « may',
he said, 'set before us ends or motives which for an
irrational being would not exist at all.' Language of a

connected kind was used by Rashdall in the theory of good

and eviltto He wrote 'if an intuition . . . . persists
after a due consideration of all the consequences of
yielding to it, it may probably be taken to represent not
merely a feeling, but a feeling to which the moral Reason
attributes intrinsic value.' The sort of argument which
would be used by writers who refer to reason in such ways
is I think something like this. There are some things to
which reason, or the moral reason, attributes goodness or
intrinsic value. When reason does this it sets before us

ends or motives; that is to say, if reason attributes

19 Third edition, Yook I, ch.II B8 10.

40 Book I. ch. VII. B VI,
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intrinsic value to something, that is & reason for bring-
ing that thing into existence; or if it is a tendency or
feellng to which intrinsic value is attributed, then a
reason for yilelding to that tendency or that feeling.

It seems to me that there is something wrong about
expressions and statements of this kind. Unguestionably
the things which are reasons in one sense of the word
reason are also motives. The reason for which someone
acted in a certain way are the desires and beliefs which
led him to act in that way, and these were also motives.
But of course no fact related to this fact could possibly
be expressed by saying that reason is a motive or that reason
sets before us motives. I think that probably professor
Mackenzie and Rashdzll considered that there were facts
that certain things were intrinsically good, and that
these facts could not have been otherwise; that, in other
words, that a certaln thing is good is a necessary or a
priorl truth. It seems quite clear that if there are
facts that certain things are intrinsically good, that is,
if the ethical uses of expressions are not meaningless uses,
these are certainly not facts that could not have been
otherwise., For if they were, then to say that anything
is good which in fact is not would be self-contradictory;
and in that case, whenever people have disagreed about

the intrinsic goodness of anything, one party has been
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upholding a necessary truth, the other a contradiction.

If this were so, it would be very strange that no one

has observed it, and shown in exactly what way false
opinions about the goodness of something were self-con-
tradictory. It is very hard to think that, if ethical
uses of expressions are not meaningless, the facts they
are used to express are anything but facts which could have
been otherwise, which it makes sense to deny, and knowledge
of which would be of the sort called empirical. But even
if ethical truths were necessary truths, in what sense
would reason be setting before us motives ? If someone's
reason had recognised a necessary ethical truth, them, if
he wanted to do what was good or right, his recognition of
that truth might be a reason for him to act in a certain
way; and if he actually did so aet, his recognition of
the ethical truth would also have been a motive. Again,
if there are ethical facts, the rightness or goodness of

a certain course of action may well be a reason for think-
ing that it would be a good thing if someone acted in a
certain way. But no ethical fact or ethical truth,
whether necessary or not, could be a reason for someone to
act in a certain way by itself; it could only be a reason
if also the person concerned wanted to do what was right
or good.

I shall now sum up the three which seem to me the

most interesting of the results which may be tentatively
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drawn from these reflexions, First, that in a certain
sense there i1s no special ethical notion connected with
reason; or in other words, that there is no sense in
which we talk sbout reason in which thqexpression we use
stands for a non-natural character, or which has to be
defined in terms of a non-natural character; except that
there may be some sense which is to be defined in terms
of such a character for which some obviously ethical ex-

pression, such as the word good or right, sometimes stands

~~ 1n that case the ethical notion involved would not be
what I called a special ethical notion. Secondly, that
there are reasons for being reasonable, or that it is
reasonable to be reasonable, is not, in those senses which
are most likely to be used, a necessary truth, however
strong a prejudice one may have in favour of being reason-
able; and that whether there actually are reasons for it,
whether it is reasonable for a certain person, depends upon
that person's wishes. Thirdly, a conclusion connected
with the second, and having a certain practical effect,

it is not open to us to call behaviour of which we dis-
approve unreasonable, simply because of moral objections
to it; mno kind of behaviour can be discovered to be

reasonable or unreasonable simply on moral grounds;



47

whether behaviour is reasonable must depend also upon

the desires or wishes of the person who behaves.
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5 Conclusion

I have now tried to show what philosophical method
and point of view I favour, and how I think they are
to be applied to ethics. I have explained that the
ethical theory to which I feel less objection on the
whole than to any other is the theory expressed by

professor Moore in Principia Ethica and elsewhere, and

in my second chapter I have tried to show why I am not
satisfied by that theory, by criticising that part of

it which in a sense gives the key to the rest, the

part consisting of professor Moore's account of in-
trinsic goodness; this part gives the key to the other
parts in the sense that according to professor Moore

it is in terms of intrinsic goodness that all other
ethical expressions are to be defined or explained.

In my third chapter I have examined a type of defini-
tion or explanation of the word good and other ethical
words entirely opposed to professor Moore's, namely

the naturalistic type; I have considered certain general
reasons in favour of and against any sort or most sorts
of naturalism, but have admitted that the arguments do
not seem to be conclusive on either side; I have then
put forward in detail a particular naturalistic explana-

tion of the use or meaning of ethical expressions, which
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seems not to be exposed to many of the objections that
can be brought against most sorts of naturalism; but I
admit that it is not at all clear to me that this
special theory is true. In my fourth chapter I have
examined the various meanings of words like reason and

reasonable, which seem to need a different treatment

from most of the words which may be called ethical
words, but which have in common with ethical words

that they are used to do what it is natural to call ex-
pressing valuations of conduct. I come to the conclu-
sion that there are no senses of these words which have
to be defined in terms of non-natural characters, un-
less certain other words, such as good, sometimes stand
for non-natural characters, in which case such an

expression as good reason may sometimes have to be de-

fined in sich terms.

I propose in this final chapter to mention a special
cause of ambiguity or obscurity of meaning which seems
to affect ethical expressions, and may account for part
of the difficulty of interpreting them which has appeared
in this essay, and is very often acknowledged in books
about ethics. I am not aware that this special cause
of difficulty has been pointed out before. I shall then
consider what difference, if any, is likely to be made,

in their use of ethical expressions, by people who are
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convinced that the somewhat sceptical theory suggested
in my third chapter is true; and I shall suggest a way
in which, by acting in the way in which we should if
the theory were true, and reflecting on the results of
doing so0, we can test the truth of the theory. Finally,
I shall suggest that there are one or two circumstances
which seem often to accompany uses of ethical expres-
sions in a way which seems to have a regular connexion
with the thoughts or feelings of the speaker or writer,
and that these circumstances may help us to understand
the use of ethical expressions, whether they enable us
to define them or not.

The special cause of ambiguity or obscurity which
I mentioned is that some ethical expressions seem to
have uses, which are probably quite different from
most of those that may be called their ethical uses,
in which they quite plainly can be defined in terms of
mental happenings; and that if the peculiarity of these
uses is not perceived, it may be thought that some
sentence containing a word in such a use expresses a
necessary ethical truth, or at any rate some ethical
truth which is quite obvious and undeniable. Some

I
sentences from the meaning of good, a dialogue by the

late Lowes Dickinson, may illustrate the way in which

4! 5th edition, pages 6 and 7.
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the sort of use I have described may insensibly intrude
among other uses of an ethical expression. I am not
certain that Lowes Dickinson made the sort of mistake
that I want to point out, but I think it looks as
though such a misteke must, at any rate, have deter-
mined the choice of some of his expressions. 'When it
comes to the point you act, and are practically bound
to act, upon your opinion about what is good, as though
you did believe it to be true.' 'My notion is that what
systematises a life is choice; and choice, I believe,
meens choice of what we hold to be good.' ‘But are
there not men who deliberately choose what they think
bad, like Milton's Satan - "Evil be thou my Good"? Yes,
but by the very terms of the expression he was choosing
what he thought good; only he thought that evil was
good.*' 1In the passage from which these sentences are
taken Lowes Dickinson was, I think, defending the opinion
that people as a rule or always make choices and direct
their actions by reference to what they believe to be
good; this is an empirical conclusion which may be true
and may be false, and for and against which reasons can
be given. But the way in which he expressed this con-
clusion was I think affected by the fact that the word
good can be used in another way than that with which he

was concerned; in such a sense that to say that it
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seemed good to someone to act in a certain way simply
means that he chose to act in that way; andZ;%nsequent-
ly to say that everyone always chooses what seems good
to him, or what he thinks good, is a tautology. I
think the mistake is sometimes made of thinking that
sentences like this, used in the sense I am pointing
out, express necessary or at any rate undeniable truths
about goodness in some ethical sense; this is certainly
a mistake, for whether the ethical uses of the word
good have meanings or definable meanings, or on the
other hand are meaningless, it seems quite clear that
the word is constantly used in other ways than to say
that something seems or is thought good, and that con-
sequently it is used in ways which can not be defined
in terms of choice. I think Lowes Dickinson was not
entirely free from this mistake. People not only act
upon their opinion about what is good, he wrote, but

are practically bound so to act; the phrase practically

bound was perhaps suggested by an inclination to think
that what was being expressed was not merely an empiri-
cal conclusion, but something like a necessary truth;
though a different explanation is given in the succeed-
ing sentences. Again, choice, he wrote, means choice
of what we hold to be good; that you can not choose

anything but what you think good is the principle from
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which this seems to follow, but the reason for believing
that principle is only that to think something good in
the appropriate sense simply is to choose it. If there
are any people who choose what they think bad, they
must none the less be also choosing in some way what
they think good. I do not suggest that Lowes Dickinson
arrived at these conclusions simply as a result of the
mistake I am describing, but I think it probably con-
tributed to making up his mind, and to his choice of
expressions. I think that the fact that there are uses
of such words as good in which they have meanings of
the kind I have described is probably one of the causes
that have made people inclined to think that some or all
ethical sentences expressed necessary truths. If so,
this is a special case of a cause of error, or of er-
roneous reasoning, which is I think fairly common; the
confusion between different senses of a sentence in one
of which it expresses a tautology and in another of
which it expresses an empirical conclusion, which may

be true and may be false, a confusion from which the

result follows that an empiricel conclusion is thought
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to have some sort of certainty or necessity%m

I think I have admitted, both here and in other
parts of this essay, the great difficulty of seeing at
all clearly what the meanings of ethical expressions
are, if they have meanings. But if the sceptical theory
that they have no meanings, which is expressed in my
third chapter, is true, or if there are strong reasons
in its favour, when we have seen that this is so, what
difference will be made to the way in which we use
such expressions? We shall, I suppose, try to distin-
guish between our different motives for using words,
and try to detect which the occasions are on which we
want to use an expression wholly or -¢hiefly to produce
some action or feeling on the part of some hearer or
reader, and which are those on which we want to com-
municate a statement. We shall note that on the occa-

sions in the former set, in using ethical expressions

I have pointed out what seems to be another case of this
confusion in my fourth chapter, on page !4/ . I think
that in the seme sort of way in which the conclusion that
people always choose what they think good may be deduced
from the tautology that they always choose what they
choose, in a disguised form, psychological hedonism and
psychological egoism are perhaps sometimes deduced from

the tautologies I like what I like, and I want what I want.
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we shall very likely be taking the most effective means
of realising our purpose, but that on the occasions in
the latter set, if we introduce an ethical expression,
as habit will very likely prompt us to do, we shall be
using an expression which is partly meaningless, and

80 shall at best be making our statement in an imperfect
way. And to reflect in this way on our motives for
using words may, I think, be part of a very useful
method of testing the truth of the theory I am speaking
of. On all occasions on which we feel an inclination
to use a sentence containing some ethical expression,
provided we are addressing comparatively sophisticated
hearers or readers, we may ask ourselves whether some
other sentence can be found which, whether or not it
has the same meaning, will serve our purpose for the
moment, and which leaves out the ethical expression;
and we may form the habit of using as much as possible
these substituted expressions. We may then ask our-
selves whether as a result of using the substituted
expressions we are habitually leaving out part of what
we think and want to say. If we find it hard to dis-
cover expressions which can be substituted, and if we
conclude that when we use substituted expressions

there is always or nearly always some part of what we

think and want to say which is left out, we may
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reasonably infer that the theory about meaningless
uses is not true, and in fact that no naturalistic
ethical theory is true. But if we find that other
expressions can always or nearly always be substituted
for ethical expressions, and if it seems that no part
of what we think and want to say is left out as a re-
sult, we may infer that some naturalistic theory is
true; supposing, further, it seems that when we are
inclined to use one of the substituted expressions
and try to replace it by an ethical expression, part
of what we think and want to say is being left out, we
mey infer that the true naturalistic theory is the
theory about meaningless uses.

I am afraid that I have left my answer to the
question what, if anything, ethical expressions mean
very inconclusive. There are one or two considerations
about the situationsin which ethical expressions are
used, which I have reserved to the end; I think they
are not unconnected with the question I have mentioned,
but it is not clear to me that they enable us to answer
it. First, there is a certain sort of inference which

I think can often be made from the fact that someone

has used a certain ethical expression. Suppose someone

has used such words as it would be a good thing to return to

free trade, and there is reason to think that he used
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them in good faith, we can infer from the fact that
he has used these words that he is in favour of return-
ing to free trade, or would like free trade to be
restored; and we can make these inferences in certain
quite ordinary senses of the expressions I have used.
The sense in which we should say in ordinary English
that someone is in favour of free trade is, I think a
clear and precise sense, although the statement we
make is very general, since there are many different
kinds of happening on account of any of which we can
say that someone is in favour of something, or would

like something. Again, if someone has said I think it

would be a good thing to return to free trade, we can

probably make the same inference as in the other case;
but in addition it seems as though it follows from

the statement that he has made, quite apart from the
fact that he has made it, that he is in favour of free
trade, though of course what follows need not be true
unless the premiss is true. But neither of these facts
enables us to say that the meaning or part of the mean-

ing of the sentence it would be a good thing to return

to free trade simply is the same as the meaning of

I am in favour of free trade, even if they suggest that

this is so. We should only be justified in saying that,

if it could be shown that what is meant by ]I am in
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favour of free trade follows from what is meant by

it would be a good thing to return to free trade. If

that were so, it would be reasonable to think that the
meaning or part of the meaning of the word good in a
certain use could be defined in terms of someone being
in favour of something. It is possible that there is
a use of the word which does allow such a definition,
but there seems to be at least one strong objection

to such a definition; that if it were correct, sen-
tences containing the word good, or some of them,
would, simply because they contained that word, be

in a certain sense about the person who had spoken or
written the sentence. Of course this objection is not
conclusive, because a definition or analysis may be
correct even if it is surprising. But it suffices to
make it unreasonable to conclude that a definition of
the sort I have mentioned would be correct, simply on
the strength of the two inferences which I have said
that we can make. So in view of the considerations so
far put forward, all we can say is that when someone
says that something is or would be good, he very pro-
bably is as a matter of fact in favour of the thing
he calls good.

My second consideration about the situations in

which ethical expressions are used concerns those
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beliefs which accompany the use of such expressions,
other than beliefs, if they are beliefs, that something
is good or right. It seems to me that when someone
says that a certain course of action would be good as
& means, he very likely at the same time has a belief,
not, I should say, simply that such an action would
increase happiness, but perhaps that it would increase
the happiness of a certain set of people in a certain
way, or something at least as determinate as this.
Again, if someone says that a certain state of affairs
would be intrinsically good, or good on the whole, he
may at the same time have a belief that in that state
of affairs many people in a certain group would be
happy in a certain way, or would be engaged in a cer-
tain sort of intellectual activity, or something of
that kind. The sort of belief I am trying to describe
would be very much more determinate than mere beliefs
about happiness or activity in general; consequently
the belief involved on almost every occasion would be
different from the belief on every other occasion.
Suppose we thought that goodness could be defined in
terms of the beliefs I have described, there would be
two methods of defining it that we might adopt. We
might say that the word good was a very general

expression, and that to call something good was to say
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that one had some belief or other of a certain kind.
Such a definition would have the advantage, that if
it were correct, though it might be necessary to dis-
tinguish several ethical senses of the word good, such
as it is customary to distinguish, it would not be
necessary to suppose that the word's senses were im-
mensely varied and almost beyond classification.
Under the second sort of definition we might give,
the senses of the word good probably would be immense-
ly varied; for the second sort of definition would be
to say that the word is not a very general expression,
but on different occasions there are different beliefs
which someone says that he has, by calling something
good; and that what exactly the belief is that someone
says he has depends partly upon the subject of which
he is speaking. I am inclined to think that this se-
cond sort of definition may very well be a true account
of a way in which the word good and other ethical words
are sometimes used, though I do not see any strong
reason for believing any definition of the first sort;
and I shall try to construct the second sort of defini-
tion in more detail.

Suppose the word good or some other ethical expres-
sion is used within a group of acquaintances each of

whom is fairly familiar with the feelings and opinions
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of the rest; or suppose it is used within some group
of people who have met for a clearly understood com-
mon purpose, for example a committee to dispense
relief to the unemployed; and suppose in such a group
some practical question is being discussed about what
is to be done in a particular situation; then it is
very likely that if someone advocates a certain course,
in words in which he calls something good, he has at
the same time a belief that the action he is advocating
will increase the happiness of a certain set of people
in a particular way, or some equally determinate belief.
I think it is also not unlikely, given the conditions

I have described, that some at least of his hearers
will be aware that he is having the belief which in
fact he has. If this is so, there is a very obvious
suggestion we may make about the meaning of the word
good, and of other ethical expressions, when used in
the circumstances I have described. We may say that
in such circumstances these expressions are used in a
great variety of senses, and that the exact sense in
which an expression is used depends upon the interests
and aims which the people among whom it is being used
have in common, or the interests and aims on the part
of each other which they are familiar with; so that,

since an indefinite variety of interests and aims is



possible, there is no way of giving an exhaustive
catalogue of the senses in which the expressions can
be used. But we shall add that all the senses within
this large group have something in common. There are
two alternative accounts that we may give of what these
senses have in common, and I am not sure which has more
in its favour. We may say that in all these senses

the sentence containing an ethical expression means
either that its user believes that a certain compara-
tively determinate action would have a certain compara-
tively determinate result, or that he believes that a
certain comparatively determinate state of affairs
would have a certain comparatively determinate intrin-
sic nature. Or we may say that in all the senses in
question the sentence that is used means simply either
that a certain action would have a certain result, or
that a certain state of affairs would have a certain
intrinsic nature. The difference on which these al-
ternatives rest is the difference between saying that
one has a certain belief and expressing a certain be-
lief. 1In either case the result or the intrinsic
nature involved is either something which most of the
members of the group I described would like to be
realised, or something which they are aware that the

user of the sentence would like to be realised.
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It seems to me not improbabl@ that the word good
and other ethical expressions are used in the way I
have just described. Even if they are, there must I
think be a great meny other uses that remain unex-
plained. Some of the remainder may be explicable or
definable in terms of someone being in favour of some-
thing; and some may be explicable or definable in a
way which combines the complicated explanation I have
Just given with an explanation in terms of someone
being in favour of something. But I doubt whether all
can be explained in these ways. If the account I have
Just suggested of the meaning of such words as good,
when they are used among people who can assume that
they have a certain community of interest or purpose,
is true, this use of the words gives a good illustra-
tion of a general principle I suggested in my intro-
ductory chapte;? the general principle that there are
meny uses of words in which their meaning can not be
discovered without examining a large number of circum-

stances accompanying their use, and that very often,

;3 On pogo (9-23.
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at least, there is no single simple means of pointing
out that sense of an expression which one wants to
consider. When this principle has been put into appli-
cation, perhaps many of the difficulties which have

been encountered in this essay will disappear.






















































































































































































































































































































































