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From Principia Ethica

G. E. MOORE

5. [Olur question “What js good?” may have
still another meaning. We may, in the third

place, mean to ask, not what thing or thingsl

are good, but how “good” is to be defined. |
This is an enquiry which belongs only to
Ethics, not to Casuistry; and this is the en-
quiry which will occupy us first.

It is an enquiry to which most special at-
tention should be directed; since this ques-
tion, how “good” is to be defined, is the most
fundamental question in all FEthics. That
which is meant by “good” is, in fact, excépt
its converse “bad,” the only simple object of
thought which is peculiar to Ethics. Its defi-
nition is, therefore, the most essential point
in the definition of Ethics; and moreover a
mistake with regard to it entails a far larger
number of erroneous ethical judgments than
any other. Unless this first question be fully
understood, and its true answer clearly recog-
nised, the rest of Ethics is as good as useless
from the point of view of systematic knowl-
edge. True ethical judgments, of the two
kinds last dealt with, may indeed be made by
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those who do not know the answer to this
question as well as by those who do; and it
goes without saying that the two classes of
people may lead equally good lives. But it is
extremely unlikely that the most general eth-
ical judgments will be equally valid, in the
absence of a true answer to this question: I
shall presently try to shew that the gravest er-
rors have been largely due to beliefs in a false
answer. And, in any case, it is impossible
that, till the answer to this question be known,
any one should know what is the evidence for
any ethical judgment whatsoever. But the
main object of Ethics, as a systematic sci-
ence, is to give correct reasons for thinking
that this or that is good; and, unless this ques-
tion be answered, such reasons cannot be
given. Even, therefore, apart from the fact
that a false answer leads to false conclusions,
the present enquiry is a most necessary and
important part of the science of Ethics.

6. What, then, is good? How is good to be
defined? Now, it may be thought that this is
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a verbal question. A definition does indeed
often mean the expressing of one word’s
meaning in other words. But this is not the
sort of definition I am asking for. Such a de-
finition can never be of ultimate importance
in any study except lexicography. If I
wanted that kind of definition I should have
to consider in the first place how people gen-
erally used the word “good”; but my busi-
ness is not with its proper usage, as estab-
lished by custom. I should, indeed, be
foolish, if I tried to use it for something
which it did not usually denote: if, for in-
stance, ] were to announce that, whenever I
used the word “good,” I must be understood
to be thinking of that object which is usu-
ally denoted by the word “table.” I shall,
therefore, use the word in the sense in which
I think it is ordinarily used; but at the same
time I am not anxious to discuss whether I
am right in thinking that it is so used. My
business is solely with that object or idea,
which 1 hold, rightly or wrongly, that the
word is generally used to stand for. What I
want to discover is the nature of that object
or idea, and about this I am extremely anx-
ious to arrive at an agreement.

But, if we understand the question in this
sense, my answer to it may seem a very dis-
appointing one. If I am asked “What is
good?” my answer is that good is good, and
that is the end of the matter. Or if I am asked
“How is good to be defined 7" my answer is
that it cannot be defined, and that is all T have
to say about it. But disappointing as these an-
swers may appear, they are of the very last
importance. To readers who are familiar with
philosophic terminology, I can express their
importance by saying that they amount to
this: That propositions about the good are all
of them synthetic and never analytic; and that
is plainly no trivial matter. And the same
thing may be expressed more popularly, by
saying that, if I am right, then nobedy can
foist upon us such an axiom as that “Pleasure
is the only good” or that “The good is the de-
sired” on the pretense that this is “the very
meaning of the word.”

v
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7. Let us, then, consider this position. My
point is that “good” is a simple-notion, just
as “yellow” is a simple notion; that, just as
you cannot, by any manner of means, explain
to any one who does not already know it,
what yellow is, so you cannot explain what
good is. Definitions of the kind that I was
asking for, definitions which describe the real
nature of the object or notion denoted by a
word, and which do not merely tell us what
the word is used to mean, are only possible
when the object or notion in question is some-
thing complex. You can give a definition of
a horse, because a horse has many different
properties and qualities, all of which you can
enumerate. But when you have enumerated
them all, when you have reduced a horse to
his simplest terms, then you can no longer
define those terms. They are simply some-
thing which you think of or perceive, and to
any one who cannot think of or perceive
them, you can never, by any definition, make
their nature known. It may perhaps be ob-
jected to this that we are able to describe to
others, objects which they have never seen or
thought of. We can, for instance, make a man
understand what a chimaera is, although he
has never heard of one or seen one. You can
tell him that it is an animal with a lioness’s
head and body, with a goat’s head growing
from the middle of its back, and with a snake
in place of a tail. But here the object which
you are describing is a complex object; it is
entirely composed of parts, with which we
are all perfectly familiar—a snake, a goat, a
lioness; and we know, too, the manner in
which those parts are to be put together, be-
cause we know what is meant by the middle
of a lioness’s back, and where her tail is wont
to grow. And so it is with all objects, not pre-
viously known, which we are able to define:
they are all complex; all composed of parts,
which may themselves, in the first instance,
be capable of similar definition, but which
must in the end be reducible to simplest parts,
which can no longer be defined. But yellow
and good, we say, are not complex: they are
notions of that simple kind, out of which de-
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finitions are composed and with which the
power of further defining ceases.

8. When we say, as Webster says, “The def-
inition of horse is ‘A hoofed quadruped of
the genus Equus,” ” we may, in fact, mean
three different things. (1) We may mean
merely: “When I say ‘horse,” you are to un-
derstand that I am talking about a hoofed
quadruped of the genus Equus.” This might
be called the arbitrary verbal definition: and
I do not mean that good is indefinable in that
sense. (2) We may mean, as Webster ought
to mean: “When most English people say
‘horse,’ they mean a hoofed quadruped of the
genus Equus.” This may be called the verbal
definition proper, and I do not say that good
is indefinable in this sense either; for it is cer-
tainly possible to discover how people use a
word: otherwise, we could never have known
that “good” may be translated by “gut” in
German and by “bon” in French. But (3) we
may, when we define horse, mean something
much more important. We may mean that a
certain object, which we all of us know, is
composed in a certain manner: that it has four
legs, a head, a heart, a liver, etc., etc., all of
them arranged in definite relations to one an-
other. It is in this sense that I deny good to
be definable. I say that it is not composed of
any parts, which we can substitute for it in
our minds when we are thinking of it. We
might think just as clearly and correctly about
a horse, if we thought of all its parts and their
arrangement instead of thinking of the whole:
we could, I say, think how a horse differed
from a donkey just as well, just as truly, in
this way, as now we do, only not so easily;
but there is nothing whatsoever which we
could so substitute for good; and that is what
I mean, when I say that good is indefinable.

9. But I am afraid I have still not removed
the chief difficulty which may prevent ac-
ceptance of the proposition that good is in-
definable. I do not mean to say that the good,
that which is good, is thus indefinable; if |
did think so, I should not be writing on

53

Ethics, for my main object is to help towards
discovering that definition. It is just because
I think there will be less risk of error in our
search for a definition of “the good,” that I
am now insisting that good is indefinable. I
must try to explain the difference between
these two. I suppose it may be granted that
“good” is an adjective. Well “the good,” “that
which is good,” must therefore be the sub-
stantive to which the adjective “good” will
apply: it must be the whole of that to which
the adjective will apply, and the adjective
must always truly apply to it. But if it is that
to which the adjective will apply, it must be
something different from that adjective itself;
and the whole of that something different,
whatever it is, will be our definition of the
good. Now it may be that this something will
have other adjectives, beside “good,” that
will apply to it. It may be full of pleasure, for
example; it may be intelligent: and if these
two adjectives are really part of its definition,
then it will certainly be true, that pleasure and
intelligence are good. And many people ap-
pear to think that, if we say “Pleasure and in-
telligence are good,” or if we say “Only plea-
sure and intelligence are good,” we are
defining “good.” Well, I cannot deny that
propositions of this nature may sometimes be
called definitions; I do not know well enough
how the word is generally used to decide
upon this point. I only wish it to be under-
stood that that is not what I mean when I say
there is no possible definition of good, and
that I shall not mean this if I use the word
again. I do most fully believe that some true
proposition of the form “Intelligence is good
and intelligence alone is good” can be found;
if none could be found, our definition of the
good would be impossible. As it is, { believe
the good to be definable; and yet I still say
that good itself is indefinable.

10. “Good,” then, if we mean by it that qual-
ity which we assert to belong to a thing, when
we say that the thing is good, is incapable of
any definition, in the most important sense of
that_word. The most important sense of
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“definition” is that in which a definition
states what are the parts which invariably
compose a certain whole; and in this sense
“*good” has no definition because it is simple
and has no parts. It is one of those innumer-
able objects of thought which are themselves
incapable of definition, because they are the
ultimate terms by reference to which what-
ever is capable of definition must be defined.
That there must be an indefinite number of
such terms is obvious, on reflection; since we
cannot define anything except by an analy-
sis, which, when carried as far as it will go,
refers us to something, which is simply dif-
ferent from anything else, and which by that
ultimate difference explains the peculiarity of
the whole which we are defining: for every
whole contains some parts which are com-
mon to other wholes also. There is, therefore,
no intrinsic difficulty in the contention that
“good” denotes a simple and indefinable
quality. There are many other instances of
such qualities.

Consider yellow, for example. We may try
to define it, by describing its physical equiv-
alent; we may state what kind of light-
vibrations must stimulate the normal eye, in
order that we may perceive it. But a mo-
ment’s reflection is sufficient to show that
those light-vibrations are not themselves
what we mean by yellow. They are not what
we perceive. Indeed we should never have
been able to discover their existence, unless
we had first been struck by the patent differ-
ence of quality between the different colours.
The most we can be entitled to say of those
vibrations is that they are what corresponds
in space to the yellow which we actually per-
ceive. ‘

Yet a mistake of this simple kind has com-
monly been made about “good.” It may be
true that all things which are good are also
something else, just as it is true that all things
which are yellow produce a certain kind of
vibration in the light. And it is a fact, that

Ethics aims at discovering what are those !

other properties belonging to all things which
are good. But far too many philosophers have
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thought that when they named those other
properties they were actually defining good;
that these properties, in fact, were simply not
“other,” but absolutely and entirely the same
with goodness. This view 1 propose to call
the “naturalistic fallacy” and of it I shall now
endeavour to dispose.

11. Let us consider what it is such philoso-
phers say. And first it is to be noticed that
they do not agree among themselves. They
not only say that they are right as to what
good is, but they endeavour to prove that
other people who say that it is something else,
are wrong. One, for instance, will affirm that
good is pleasure, another, perhaps, that good
is that which is desired; and each of these will

But how is that possible? One of them says
that good is nothing but the object of desire,
and at the same time tries to prove that it is
not pleasure. But from his first assertion, that
good just means the object of desire, one of
two things must follow as regards his proof:

(1) He may be trying to prove that the ob-
ject of desire is not pleasure. But, if this be
all, where is his Ethics? The position he is
maintaining is merely a psychological one.
Desire is something which occurs in our
minds, and pleasure is something else which
so occurs; and our would-be ethical philoso-
pher is merely holding that the latter is not
the object of the former. But what has that to
do with the question in dispute? His oppo-
nent held the ethical proposition that pleasure
was the good, and although he should prove
amillion times over the psychological propo-
sition that pleasure is not the object of desire,
he is no nearer proving his opponent to be
wrong. The position is like this. One man
says a triangle is a circle: another replies “A
triangle is a straight line, and ! will prove to
you that I am right: for” (this is the only ar-
gument) “a straight line is not a circle.” “That
is quite true,” the other may reply; “but nev-
ertheless a triangle is a circle, and you have
said nothing whatever to prove the contrary.
What is proved is that one of us is wrong, for
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we agree that a triangle cannot be both a
straight line and a circle: but which is wrong,
there can be no earthly means of proving,
since you define triangle as straight line and
I define it as circle,”—Well, that is one al-
ternative which any naturalistic Ethics has to
face; if good is defined as something else, it
is then impossible either to prove that any
other definition is wrong or even to deny such
definition.

(2) The other alternative will scarcely be
more welcome. It is that the discussion is af-
ter all a verbal one. When A says “Good
means pleasant” and B says “Good means de-
sired,” they may merely wish to assert that
most people have used the word for what is
pleasant and for what is desired respectively.
And this is quite an interesting subject for
discussion: only it is not a whit more an eth-
ical discussion than the last was. Nor do I
think that any exponent of naturalistic Ethics
would be willing to allow that this was all he
meant. They are all so anxious to persuade
us that what they call the good is what we re-
ally ought to do. “Do, pray, act so, because
the word ‘good’ is generally used to denote
actions of this nature™ such, on this view,
would be the substance of their teaching. And
in so far as they tell us how we ought to act,
their teaching is truly ethical, as they mean
it to be. But how perfectly absurd is the rea-
son they would give for it! “You are to do
this, because most people use a certain word
to denote conduct such as this.” “You are to
say the thing which is not, because most peo-
ple call it lying.” That is an argument just as
good!—My dear sirs, what we want to know
from you as ethical teachers, is not how peo-
ple use a word; it is not even, what kind of
actions they approve, which the use of this
word “good” may certainly imply: what we
want to know is simply what is good. We
may indeed agree that what most people do
think good, is actually so; we shall at all
events be glad to know their opinions: but
when we say their opinions about what is
good, we do mean what we say; we do not
care whether they call that thing which they
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mean “horse” or “table” or “chair,” “gut” or
“bon” or “dryafés”; we want to know what
itis that they so call. When they say “Pleasure
is good,” we cannot believe that they merely
mean “Pleasure is pleasure” and nothing
more than that.

12. Suppose a man says “I am pleased”; and
suppose that is not a lie or a mistake but the
truth, Well, if it is true, what does that mean?
It means that his mind, a certain definite
mind, distinguished by certain definite marks
from all others, has at this moment a certain
definite feeling called pleasure. “Pleased”
means nothing but having pleasure, and
though we may be more pleased or less
pleased, and even, we may admit for the pres-
ent, have one or another kind of pleasure; yet
in so far as it is pleasure we have, whether
there be more or less of it, and whether it be
of one kind or another, what we have is one
definite thing, absolutely indefinable, some
one thing that is the same in all the various
degrees and in all the various kinds of it that
there may be. We may be able to say how it
is related to other things: that, for example,
itis in the mind, that it causes desire, that we
are conscious of it, etc., etc. We can, I say,
describe its relations to other things, but de-
fine it we can not. And if anybody tried to
define pleasure for us as being any other nat-
ural object; if anybody were to say, for in-
stance, that pleasure means the sensation of
red, and were to proceed to deduce from that
that pleasure is a colour, we should be enti-
tled to laugh at him and to distrust his future
statements about pleasure. Well, that would
be the same fallacy which I have called the
naturalistic fallacy. That “pleased” does not
mean “having the sensation of red,” or any-
thing else whatever, does not prevent us from
understanding what it does mean. It is enough
for us to know that “pleased” does mean
“having the sensation of pleasure,” and
though pleasure is absolutely indefinable,
though pleasure is pleasure and nothing else
whatever, yet we feel no difficulty in saying
that we are pleased. The reason is, of course,
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that when I say “I am pleased,” I do nor mean
that “I” am the same thing as “having plea-
sure.” And similarly no difficulty need be
found in my saying that “pleasure is good”
and yet not meaning that “pleasure” is the
same thing as “good,” that pleasure means
good, and that good means pleasure. If I were
to imagine that when I said “I am pleased,”
I meant that I was exactly the same thing as
“pleased,” I should not indeed call that a nat-
uralistic fallacy, although it would be the
same fallacy as I have called naturalistic with
reference to Ethics. The reason of this is ob-
vious enough. When a man confuses two nat-
ural objects with one another, defining the
one by the other, if for instance, he confuses
himself, who is one natural object, with
“pleased” or with “pleasure’]. which are oth-
ers, then there is no reason to call the fallacy
naturalistic. But if he confuses “good,” which
is not in the same sense a natural object, with
any natural object whatever, then there is a
reason for calling that a naturalistic fallacy;
its being made with regard to “good” marks
it as something quite specific, and this spe-
cific mistake deserves a name because it is
so common. As for the reasons why good is
not to be considered a natural object, they
may be reserved for discussion in another
place. But, for the present, it is sufficient to
notice this: Even if it were a natural object,
that would not alter the nature of the fallacy
nor diminish its importance one whit. All that
I have said about it would remain quite
equally true: only the name which I have
called it would not be so appropriate as I
think it is. And I do not care about the name:
what I do care about is the fallacy. It does
not matter what we call it, provided we recog-
nise it when we meet with it. It is to be met
with in almost every book on Ethics; and yet
it is not recognised: and that is why it is nec-
essary to multiply illustrations of it, and con-
venient to give it a name. It is a very simple
fallacy indeed. When we say that an orange
is yellow, we do not think our statement binds
us to hold that “orange” means nothing else
than “yellow,” or that nothing can be yellow
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but an orange. Supposing the orange is also
sweet! Does that bind us to say that “sweet”
is exactly the same thing as “yellow,” that
“sweet” must be defined as “yellow”? And
supposing it be recognised that “yellow” just
means “yellow” and nothing else whatever,
does that make it any more difficult to hold
that oranges are yellow? Most certainly it
does not: on the contrary, it would be ab-
solutely meaningless to say that oranges were
yellow, unless yellow did in the end mean
just “yellow” and nothing else whatever—
unless it was absolutely indefinable. We
should not get any very clear notion about
things, which are yellow—we should not get
very far with our science, if we were bound
to hold that everything which was yellow,
meant exactly the same thing as yellow. We
should find we had to hold that an orange was
exactly the same thing as a stool, a piece of
paper, a lemon, anything you like. We could
prove any number of absurdities; but should
we be the nearer to the truth? Why, then,
should it be different with “good™? Why, if
good is good and indefinable, should I be
held to deny that pleasure is good? Is there
any difficulty in holding both to be true at
once? On the contrary, there is no meaning
in saying that pleasure is good, unless good
is something different from pleasure. It is ab-
solutely useless, so far as Ethics is concerned,
to prove, as Mr. Spencer tries to do, that in-
crease of pleasure coincides with increase of
life, unless good means something different
from either life or pleasure. He might just as
well try to prove that an orange is yellow by
shewing that it always is wrapped up in pa-
per.

13. In fact, if it is not the case that “good”
denotes something simple and indefinable,
only two alternatives are possible: either it is
a complex, a given whole, about the correct
analysis of which there may be disagreement;
or else it means nothing at all, and there is
no such subject as Ethics. In general, how-
ever, ethical philosophers have attempted to
define good, without recognising what such



FROM PRINCIPIA ETHICA

an attempt must mean. They actually use ar-
guments which involve one or both of the ab-
surdities considered in Section 11. We. are,
therefore, justified in concluding that the at-
tempt to define good is chiefly due to want
of clearness as to the possible nature of def-
inition. There are, in fact, only two serious
alternatives to be considered, in order to es-
tablish the conclusion that “good” does de-
note a simple and indefinable notion. It might
possibly denote a complex, as “horse” does;
or it might have no meaning at all. Neither
of these possibilities has, however, been
clearly conceived and seriously maintained,
as such, by those who presume to define
good; and both may be dismissed by a sim-
ple appeal to facts.

(1) The hypothesis that disagreement
about the meaning of good is disagreement
with regard to the correct analysis of a given
whole, may be most plainly seen to be in-
correct by consideration of the fact that,
whatever definition be offered, it may be al-
ways asked, with significance, of the com-
plex so defined, whether it is itself good: To
take, for instance, one of the more plausible,

because one of the more complicated, of such -

proposed definitions, it may easily be
thought, at first sight, that to be good may
mean to be that which we desire to desire.
Thus if we apply this definition to a particu-
lar instance and say “When we think that A
is good, we are thinking that A is one of the
things which we desire to desire,” our propo-
sition may seem quite plausible. But, if we
carry the investigation further, and ask our-
selves “Is it good to desire to desire A?” it is
apparent, on a little reflection, that this ques-
tion is itself as intelligible, as the original
question “Is 4 good?”—that we are, in fact,
now asking for exactly the same information
about the desire to desire A, for which we for-
merly asked with regard to A itself. But it is
also apparent that the meaning of this second
question cannot be correctly analysed into “Is
the desire to desire A one of the things which
we desire to desire?”: we have not before our
minds anything so complicated as the ques-
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tion “Do we desire to desire to desire to de-
sire A?” Moreover anyone can easily con-
vince himself by inspection that the predicate
of this proposition—"good”—is positively
different from the notion of “desiring to de-

. sire” which enters into its subject: “That we

should desire to desire A is good” is not
merely equivalent to “That A should be good
is good.” It may indeed be true that what we
desire to desire is always also good; perhaps,
even the converse may be true: but it is very
doubtful whether this is the case, and the
mere fact that we understand very well what
is meant by doubting it, shews clearly that
we have two different notions before our
minds.

(2) And the same consideration is suffi-
cient to dismiss the hypothesis that “good”
has no meaning whatsoever. It is very natural
to make the mistake of supposing that what
is universally true is of such a nature that its
negation would be self-contradictory: the im-
portance which has been assigned to analytic
propositions in the history of philosophy
shews how easy such a mistake is. And thus
it is very easy to conclude that what seems
to be a universal ethical principle is in fact
an identical proposition; that, if, for example,
whatever is called “good” seems to be pleas-
ant, the proposition “Pleasure is the good”
does not assert a connection between two dif-
ferent notions, but involves only one, that of
pleasure, which is easily recognised as a dis-
tinct entity. But whoever will attentively con-
sider with himself what is actually before his
mind when he asks the question “Is pleasure
(or whatever it may be) after all good?” can
easily satisfy himself that he is not merely
wondering whether pleasure is pleasant. And
if he will try this experiment with each sug-
gested definition in succession, he may be-
come expert enough to recognise that in
every case he has before his mind a unique
object, with regard to the connection of which
with any other object, a distinct question may
be asked. Every one does in fact understand
the question “Is this good?” When he thinks
of it, his state of mind is different from what
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it would be, were he asked *Is this pleasant,
or desired, or approved?” It has a distinct

meaning for him, even though he may not’

recognise in what respect it is distinct.
Whenever he thinks of “intrinsic value,” or
“intrinsic worth,” or says that a thing “ought
to exist,” he has before his mind the unigue
object—the unique property of things—
which I mean by “good.” Everybody is con-
stantly aware of this notion, although he may
never become aware at all that it is different
from other notions of which he is also aware.
But, for correct ethical reasoning, it is ex-
tremely important that he should become
aware of this fact; and, as soon as the nature
of the problem is clearly understood, there
should be little difficulty in advancing so far
in analysis.

14. “Good,” then, is indefinable; and yet, so
far as I know, there is only one ethical writer,
Prof. Henry.Sidgwick, who has clearly recog-
nised and stated this fact. We shall see, in-
deed, how far many of the most reputed eth-
ical systems fall short of drawing the
conclusions which follow from such a recog-
nition. At present I will only quote one in-
stancé, which will serve to illustrate the
meaning and importance of this principle that
“good” is indefinable, or, as Prof. Sidgwick
says, an “unanalysable notion.” It is an in-
stance to which Prof. Sidgwick himself refers
in a note on the passage, in which he argues
that “ought” is unanalysable.!

“Bentham,” says Sidgwick, “explains that
his fundamental principle ‘states the greatest
happiness of all those whose interest is in
question as being the right and proper end of
human action’ ”; and yet “his language in
other passages of the same chapter would
seem to imply” that he means by the word
“right” “conducive to the general happiness.”
Prof. Sidgwick sees that, if you take these
two statements together, you get the absurd
result that “greatest happiness is the end of
human action, which is conducive to the gen-
eral happiness”; and so absurd does it seem
to him to call this result, as Bentham calls it,
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“the fundamental principle of a moral sys-
tem,” that he suggests that Bentham cannot
have meant it. Yet Prof. Sidgwick himself
states elsewhere? that Psychological Hedon-
ism is “not seldom confounded with Egoistic
Hedonism”; and that confusion, as we shall
see, rests chiefly on that same fallacy, the nat-
uralistic fallacy, which is implied in
Bentham’s statements. Prof. Sidgwick admits
therefore that this fallacy is sometimes com-
mitted, absurd as it is; and I am inclined to
think that Bentham may really have been one
of those who committed it. Mill, as we shall
see, certainly did commit it. In any case,
whether Bentham committed it or not, his
doctrine, as above quoted, will serve as a very
good illustration of this fallacy, and of the
importance of the contrary proposition that
good is indefinable.

Let us consider this doctrine. Bentham
seems to imply, so Prof. Sidgwick says, that
the word “right” means “‘conducive to gen-
eral happiness.” Now this, by itseif, need not
necessarily involve the naturalistic fallacy.
For the word “right” is very commonly ap-
propriated to actions which lead to the at-
tainment of what is good; which are regarded
as means to the ideal and not as ends-in-them-
selves. This use of “right,” as denoting what
is good as a means, whether or not it be also
good as an end, is indeed the use to which I
shall confine the word. Had Bentham been
using “right” in this sense, it might be per-
fectly consistent for him to define right as
“conducive to the general happiness,” pro-
vided only (and notice this proviso) he had
already proved, or laid down as an axiom,
that general happiness was the good, or (what
is equivalent to this) that general happiness
alone was good. For in that case he would
have already defined the good as general hap-
piness (a position perfectly consistent, as we
have seen, with the contention that “good” is
indefinable), and, since right was to be de-
fined as “conducive to the good,” it would
actually mean “conducive to general happi-
ness.” But this method of escape from the
charge of having committed the naturalistic
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fallacy has been closed by Bentham himself
For his fundamental principle is, we see, that
the greatest happiness of all concerned is the
right and proper end of human action. He ap-
plies the word “right,” therefore, to the end,
as such, not only to the means which are con-
ducive to it; and, that being so, right can no
longer be defined as “conducive to the gen-
eral happiness,” without involving the fallacy
in question. For now it is obvious that the
definition of right as conducive to general
happiness can be used by him in support of
the fundamental principle that general happi-
ness is the right end; instead of being itself
derived from that principle. If right, by defi-
nition, means conducive to general happi-
ness, then it is obvious that general happiness
is the right end. It is not necessary now first
to prove or assert that general happiness is
the right end, before right is defined as con-
ducive to general happiness—a perfectly
valid procedure; but on the contrary the def-
inition of right as conducive to general hap-
piness proves general happiness to be the
right end—a perfectly invalid procedure,
since in this case the statement that “general
happiness is the right end of human action”
is not an ethical principle at all, but either, as
we have seen, a proposition about the mean-
ing of words, or else a proposition about the
nature of general happiness, not about its
rightness or goodness.

Now, I do not wish the importance I as-
sign to this fallacy to be misunderstood.
The discovery of it does not at all refute
Bentham’s contention that greatest happiness
is the proper end of human action, if that
be understood as an ethical proposition, as
he undoubtedly intended it. That principle
may be true all the same; we shall consider
whether it is so in succeeding chapters.
Bentham might have maintained it, as Prof.
Sidgwick does, even if the fallacy had been
pointed out to him. What I am maintaining
is that the reasons which he actually gives
for his ethical proposition are fallacious ones
so far as they consist in a definition of right.
What I suggest is that he did.not perceive
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them to be fallacious; that, if he had done so,
he would have been led to seek for other rea-
sons in support of his Utilitarianism; and that,
had he sought for other reasons, he might
have found none which he thought to be suf-
ficient. In that case he would have changed
his whole system—a most important conse-
quence. It is undoubtedly also possible that
he would have thought other reasons to be
sufficient, and in that case his ethical system,
in its main results, would still have stood.
But, even in this latter case, his use of the
fallacy would be a serious objection to him
as an ethical philosopher. For it is the busi-
ness of Ethics, I must insist, not only to ob-
tain true results, but also to find valid reasons
for them. The direct object of Ethics is
knowledge and not practice; and any one who
uses the naturalistic fallacy has certainly not
fulfilled this first object, however correct his
practical principles may be. ;
My objections to Naturalism are then, in
the first place, that it offers no reason at all,
far less any valid reason, for any ethical prin-
ciple whatever; and in this it already fails to
satisfy the requirements of Ethics, as a sci-
entific study. But in the second place I con-
tend that, though it gives a reason for no eth-
ical principle, it is a cause of the acceptance
of false principles—it deludes the mind into
accepting ethical principles, which are false;
and in this it is contrary to every aim of
Ethics. It is easy to see that if we start with
a definition of right conduct as conduct con-
ducive to general happiness; then, knowing
that right conduct is universally conduct con-
ducive to the good, we very easily arrive at
the result that the good is general happiness.
If, on the other hand, we once recognise that
we must start our Ethics without a definition,
we shall be much more apt to look about us,
before we adopt any ethical principle what-
ever; and the more we look about us, the less
likely are we to adopt a false one. It may be
replied to this: Yes, but we shall look about
us just as much, before we settle on our
definition, and are therefore just as likely to
be right. But I will try to shew that this is not
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the case. If we start with the conviction that
a definition of good can be found, we start
with the conviction that good can mean noth-
ing else than some one property of things;
and our only business will then be to discover
what that property is. But if we recognise
that, so far as the meaning of good goes, any-
thing whatever may be good, we start with a
much more open mind. Moreover, apart from
the fact that, when we think we have a defi-
nition, we cannot logically defend our ethi-
cal principles in any way whatever, we shall
also be much less apt to defend them well,
even if illogically. For we shall start with the
conviction that good must mean so and so,
and shall therefore be inclined either to mis-
understand our opponent’s arguments or to
cut them short with the reply, “This is not an
open question: the very meaning of the word
decides it; no one can think otherwise except
through confusion.”

15. Our first conclusion as to the subject-
matter of Ethics is, then, that there is a sim-
ple, indefinable, unanalysable object of
thought by reference to which it must be de-
fined. By what name we call this unique ob-
ject is a matter of indifference, so long as we
clearly recognise what it is and that it does
differ from other objects. The words which
are commonly taken as the signs of ethical
judgments all do refer to it; and they are ex-
pressions of ethical judgments solely because
they do so refer. But they may refer to it in
two different ways, which it is very impor-
tant to distinguish, if we are to have a com-
plete definition of the range of ethical judg-
ments. Before I proceeded to argue that there
was such an indefinable notion involved in
ethical notions, I stated (Sec. 4) that it was
necessary for Ethics to enumerate all true uni-
versal judgments, asserting that such and
such a thing was good, whenever it occurred.
But, although all such judgments do refer to
that unique notion which I have called
“good,” they do not all refer to it in the same
way. They may either assert that this unique
property does always attach to the thing in
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question, or else they may assert only that the
thing in question is a cause or necessary con-
dition for the existence of other things to
which this unique property does attach. The
nature of these two species of universal eth-
ical judgments is extremely different; and a
great part of the difficulties, which are met
with in ordinary ethical speculation, are due
to the failure to distinguish them clearly.
Their difference has, indeed, received ex-
pression in ordinary language by the contrast
between the terms “good as means” and
“good in itself,” “value as a means” and “in-
trinsic value.” But these terms are apt to be
applied correctly only in the more obvious
instances; and this seems to be due to the fact
that the distinction between the conceptions
which they denote has not been made a sep-
arate object of investigation. This distinction
may be briefly pointed out as follows.

16. Whenever we judge that a thing is “good
as a means,” we are making a judgment with
regard to its causal relations: we judge both
that it will have a particular kind of effect,
and that that effect will be good in itself. But
to find causal judgments that are universaily
true is notoriously a matter of extreme diffi-
culty. The late date at which most of the phys-
ical sciences became exact, and the compar-
ative fewness of the laws which they have
succeeded in establishing even now, are suf-
ficient proofs of this difficulty. With regard,
then, to what are the most frequent objects of
ethical judgments, namely actions, it is obvi-
ous that we cannot be satisfied that any of
our universal causal judgments are true, even
in the sense in which scientific laws are so.
We cannot even discover hypothetical laws
of the form “Exactly this action will always,
under these conditions, produce exactly that
effect.” But for a correct ethical judgment
with regard to the effects of certain actions
we require more than this in two respects. (1)
We require to know that a given action will
produce a certain effect, under whatever cir-
cumstances it occurs. But this is certainly im-
possible. It is certain that in different cir-
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cumstances the same action may produce ef-
fects which are utterly different in all respects
upon which the value of the effects depends.
Hence we can never be entitled to more than
a generalization—to a proposition of the
form “This result generally follows this kind
of action”; and even this generalization will
only be true, if the circumstances under
which the action occurs are generally the
same. This is in fact the case, to a great ex-
tent, within any one particular age and state
of society. But, when we take other ages into
account, in many most important cases the
normal circumstances of a given kind of ac-
tion will be so different, that the generaliza-
tion which is true for one will not be true for
another. With regard then to ethical judg-
ments which assert that a certain kind of ac-
tion is good as a means to a certain kind of
effect, none will be universally true; and
many, though generally true at one period,
will be generally false at others. But (2) we
require to know not only that one good ef-
fect will be produced, but that, among all sub-
sequent events affected by the action in ques-
tion, the balance of good will be greater than
if any other possible action had been per-
formed. In other words, to judge that an ac-
tion is generally a means to good is to judge
not only that it generally does some good, but
that it generally does the greatest good of
which the circumstances admit. In this re-
spect ethical judgments about the effects of
action involve a difficulty and a complication
far greater than that involved in the estab-
lishment of scientific laws. For the latter we
need only consider a single effect; for the for-
mer it is essential to consider not only this,
but the effects of that effect, and so on as far
as our view into the future can reach. It is,
indeed, obvious that our view can never reach
far enough for us to be certain that any ac-
tion will produce the best possible effects.
We must be content, if the greatest possible
balance of good seems to be produced within
a limited period. But it is important to notice
that the whole series of effects within a pe-
riod of considerable length is actually taken

61

account of in our common judgments that an
action is good as a means; and that hence this
additional complication, which makes ethical
generalisations so far more difficult to estab-
lish than scientific laws, is one which is in-
volved in actual ethical discussions, and is of
practical importance. The commonest rules
of conduct involve such considerations as the
balancing of future bad health against imme-
diate gains; and even if we can never settle
with any certainty how we shall secure the
greatest possible total of good, we try at least
to assure ourselves that probable future evils
will not be greater than the immediate good.

17. There are, then, judgments which state
that certain kinds of things have good effects;
and such judgments, for the reasons just
given, have the important characteristics (1)
that they are unlikely to be true, if they state
that the kind of thing in question always has
good effects, and (2) that, even if they only
state that it generally has good effects, many
of them will only be true of certain periods
in the world’s history. On the other hand
there are judgments which state that certain
kinds of things are themselves good; and
these differ from the last in that, if true at all,
they are all of them universally true. It is,
therefore, extremely important to distinguish
these two kinds of possible judgments, Both
may be expressed in the same language: in
both cases we commonly say “Such and such
a thing is good.” But in the one case “good”
will mean “good as means,” that is, merely
that the thing is a means to good-—will have
good effects: in the other case it will mean
“good as end”—we shall be judging that the
thing itself has the property which, in the first
case, we asserted only to belong to its effects.
It is plain that these are very different asser-
tions to make about a thing; it is plain that
either or both of them may be made, both
truly and falsely, about all manner of things;
and it is certain that unless we are clear as to
which of the two we mean to assert, we shall
have a very poor chance of deciding rightly
whether our assertion is true or false It is pre-
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cisely this clearness as to the meaning of the
question asked which has hitherto been al-
most entirely lacking in ethical speculation.
Ethics has always been predominantly con-
cerned with the investigation of a limited
class of actions. With regard to these we may
ask both how far they are good in themselves
and how far they have a general tendency to
produce good results. And the arguments
brought forward in ethical discussion have al-
ways been of both classes—both such as
would prove the conduct in question to be
good in itself and such as would prove it to
be good as a means. But that these are the
only questions which any ethical discussion
can have to settle, and that to settle the one
is not the same thing as to settle the other—
these two fundamental facts have in general
escaped the notice of ethical philosophers.
Ethical questions are commonly asked in an
ambiguous form. It is asked “What is aman’s
duty under these circumstances?” or “Is it
right to act in this way?” or “What ought we
to aim at securing?” But all these questions
are capable of further analysis; a correct an-
swer to any of them involves both judgments
of what is good in itself and causal judg-
ments. This is implied even by those who
maintain that we have a direct and immedi-
ate judgment of absolute rights and duties.
Such a judgment can only mean that the
course of action in question is the best thing
to do; that, by acting so, every good that can
be secured will have been secured. Now we
are not concerned with the question whether
such a judgment will ever be true. The ques-
tion is: What does it imply, if it is true? And
the only possible answer is that, whether true
or false, it implies both a proposition as to
the degree of goodness of the action in ques-
tion, as compared with other things, and a
number of causal propositions. For it cannot
be denied that the action will have conse-
quences: and to deny that the consequences
matter is to make a judgment of their intrin-
sic value, as compared with the action itself.
In asserting that the action is the best thing
to do, we assert that it together with its con-
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sequences presents a greater sum of intrinsic
value than any possible alternative. And this
condition may be realised by any of the three
cases:—(a) If the action itself has greater in-
trinsic value than any alternative, whereas
both its consequences and those of the alter-
natives are absolutely devoid either of in-
trinsic merit or intrinsic demerit; or (b) if,
though its consequences are intrinsically bad,
the balance of intrinsic value is greater than
would be produced by any alternative; or (¢)
if, its consequences being intrinsically good,
the degree of value belonging to them and it
conjointly is greater than that of any alterna-
tive series. In short, to assert that a certain
line of conduct is, at a given time, absolutely
right or obligatory, is obviously to assert that
more good or less evil will exist in the world,
if it be adopted than if anything else be done
instead. But this implies a judgment as to the
value both of its own consequences and of
those of any possible alternative. And that an
action will have such and such consequences
involves a number of causal judgments.
Similarly, in answering the question
“What ought we to aim at securing?” causal
judgments are again involved, but in a some-
what different way We are liable to forget,
because it is so obvious, that this question
can never be answered correctly except by
naming something which can be secured.
Not everything can be secured; and, even if
we judge that nothing which cannot be ob-
tained would be of equal value with that
which can, the possibility of the latter, as
well as its value, is essential to its being a
proper end of action. Accordingly neither
our judgments as to what actions we ought
to perform, nor even our judgments as to the
ends which they ought to produce, are pure
judgments of intrinsic value. With regard to
the former, an action which is absolutely
obligatory may have no intrinsic value what-
soever; that it is perfectly virtuous may mean
merely that it causes the best possible ef-
fects. And with regard to the latter, these best
possible results which justify our action can,
in any case, have only so much of intrinsic
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value as the laws of nature allow us to se-
cure; and they in their turn may have no in-
trinsic value whatsoever, but may merely be
a means to the attainment (in a still further
future) of something that has such value.
Whenever, therefore, we ask “What ought
we to do?” or “What ought we to try to get?”
we are asking questions which involve a cor-
rect answer to two others, completely dif-
ferent in kind from one another. We must
know both what degree of intrinsic value dif-
ferent things have, and how these different
things may be obtained. But the vast major-
ity of questions which have actually been
discussed in Ethics—all practical questions,
indeed—involve this double knowledge; and
they have been discussed without any clear
separation of the two distinct questions in-
volved. A great part of the vast disagree-
ments prevalent in Ethics is to be attributed
to this failure in analysis. By the use of con-
ceptions which involve both that of intrinsic
value and that of causal relation, as if they
involved intrinsic value only, two different
errors have been rendered almost universal.
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Either it is assumed that nothing has intrin-
sic value which is not possible, or else it is
assumed that what is necessary must have
intrinsic value. Hence the primary and pe-
culiar business of Ethics, the determination
what things have intrinsic value and in what
degrees, has received no adequate treatment
at all. And on the other hand a thorough dis-
cussion of means has been also largely ne-
glected, owing to an obscure perception of
the truth that it is perfectly irrelevant to the
question of intrinsic values. But however this
may be, and however strongly any particu-
lar reader may be convinced that some one
of the mutually contradictory systems which
hold the field has given a correct answer ei-
ther to the question what has intrinsic value,
or to the question what we ought to do, or
to both, it must at least be admitted that the
questions what is best in itself and what will
bring about the best possible, are utterly dis-
tinct; that both belong to the actual subject-
matter of Ethics; and that the more clearly
distinct questions are distinguished, the bet-
ter is our chance of answering both correctly.
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