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I. INTRODUCTORY 

Our method will be the critical study of the moral consciousness and 
of the main moral theories 2, 

,Two main ways of regarding the moral life-as obedience to laws, or as 
a striving after goods. Our main task is therefore the study of the 
nature of, and the relations between, rightness and goodness 3 

The main attempts at definitions of ethical terms may be classified as 
definitions by reference to a mental attitude (reaction theories), or 
by reference to results (causal theories) S 

They may also be classified as naturalistic or non-naturalistic 6 
It is not always clear, at first sight, to what type a well-known theory 

(e.g. Hedonism) belongs. 8 

II. NATURALISTIC DEFINITIONS OF 'RIGHT' 
(I) Evolutionary theories have no plausibility as Jefinitions of 'right' u 

nor as accounts of the ground of rightness. 13 
It is sometimes thought that they have successfully explained rightne~s 

away. (0) The inquiry into the origin of moral ideas may be thought 
to have undermined their validity; but this cannot be made out 1 S 

(h) The discovery of differences between moral codes may be thought 
to have undermined them all; but such differences usually imply 
differences not on fundamental moral questions but on matters of 
fact which form the minor premisses of our ethical thinking . 17 

and in any case difference of opinion cannot prove that no opinion is 
true 19 

(2,) Reaction theories: classification of them • 2,1 
(a) Private reactions theory: objections to it • n 
(h) Public reaction theory: objections 2,4 
(c) The view that defines rightness by reference to the reaction of the 

agent: objections. 2,S 
(3) Causal theories. Hedonism is unplausible as an account of the mean-

ing of 'right' 2,6 
The various attempts at defining 'right' would be more plausible if recast 

as attempts (a) to state the ground of rightness (as such they will be 
examined in chs. 4, S) 2,7 

or (h) as attempts to explain rightness away; but few people are pre
pared to make this attempt; differences of opinion are usually as to 
what is right, not as to whether anything is right . 2,8 

(4) The positivist theory. This is based on the view that all significant 
propositions are either (i) tautologous, or (ii) empirical hypotheses 30 

Since 'judgements' with 'right' or 'good' as the predicate do not appear 
to be either (i) or (ii), Mr. Camap says they are not judgements but 
commands; objections to this )2, 
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and Mr. Ayer says they are not judgements but mere expressions of 

dislike 34 
The positivist theory examined by studying (a) its view that universal 

synthetic a priori propositions are really only statements about the 
use oflanguage • 35 

(6) its account of judgements about the past • 36 
Examination of the positivist view about the relation between the mean-

ing of judgements and their capacity of being tested by experience 36 
Mr. Ayers attempt to escape the objection that subjectivistic theories 

make difference of opinion about moral questions impossible • 38 

III. THE NATURE OF RIGHTNESS AND OBLIGATION 
The most important non-naturalistic definition of 'right' is the defini

tion of it as meaning 'productive of the greatest possible amount of 
good'. But it would be more plausible to put this forward as the 
ground, not as the very essence, of rightness 4:& 

The difference between 'right' and 'obligatory' 43 
Prof. Broad's discussion of the meaning of 'ought' and 'right'. His dis

tinction (a) of two senses and (6) of three applications of 'ought'. 
Discussion of these distinctions • 41 

His view that 'ought' is usually confined to cases where there are 
motives against doing the right action. Discussion 48 

His definition of 'right' as meaning 'suitable, in a unique and indefinable 
way, to a situation' 51 

Is there any real affinity between moral and other suitability? Perhaps 
between it and aesthetic suitability 13 

Emotions as well as acts may be right, but only acts can be obligatory; 11 
and that is only a loose way of saying that men ought to behave in 
certain ways 56 

IV. THEORIES ABOUT THE GROUND OF RIGHTNESS 
For every theory about the definition of rightness there is a possible 

corresponding theory about the ground of rightness, and these are in 
one respect more plausible, while in another respect some are less 
plausible, than the attempts at definition • 17 

(I) Evolutionary theories. Spencer starts by saying that actions are 
right because they are highly evolved, but in the end says they are 
right because conducive to pleasure; he adopts a psychological 
view, of the causal variety 18 

(:&) Reaction theories. (a) The private reaction theory: objections 59 
(6) The public reaction theory: objections 61 
(c) The view that an act is right because the agent approves of it. This 

caJlnot be correct as it stands, but an action may perhaps be right in 
one sense by being thought right in another 6:& 

(3) Causal theories. Hedonism will not be examined at length, (a) 
because it has been ably refuted by other writelS • • . 64 

(6) because it is only one sp~es of a wider view which seems open to 
criticism, the view that actions are right only when and because 
they seem likely to produce the maximum good • 65 
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The wider theory, ideal or'agathistic Utilitarianism, to be examined. It 

seems to have been accepted as axiomatic, but there are difficulties, . ~ 
(a) It seems right to produce a fairly high concentration of pleasure, 

or of good activity, rather than a thin distribution of it, even if the 
total amount to be produced were greater in the latter case 69 

(b) We do not think it morally indifferent how happiness is to be distri-
buted between the good and the bad 71 

(c) or between the agent and other people 7:& 
These facts may be explained (i) by saying that there are duties other 

than that of maximizing good, or (ii) by saying that there are goods 
of higher order (in the mathematical sense), as well as simple goods 
like virtuous action and pleasure • 73 

(J) We think the duty of not inflicting pain more stringent than the 
duty of producing a corresponding amount of pleasure 7S 

(e) The duties of compensation for wrongs we have done, of making 
return for benefits received, and of fulfilment of promise seem inde-
pendent of the duty of maximizing good • 76 

Prof. Broad's account of rightness as depending partly on utility, partly 
on suitability, accepte~with two minor differences . . 79 

Current objections to Intuittonism: (I) that it does not base duty on one 
single principle 8:& 

(2) that the supposed intuitions would entail that the sam~ act is both 
right and wrong. This to be met by treating the general principles 
as stating not absolute but prima facie obligations 83 

Advantages and 'disadvantages of this phrase: alternative phrases 84 

v. THE OBUGATION TO FULFIL PROMISES 

Mr. Pickard-Cambridge's criticism of this form of Intuitionism. His 
charge of 'inconsistency of principle' 87 

His claim that the ideal utilitarian method is easier to apply 89 
His explanation of the duty of promise-keeping by reference to the 

goods to be produced by keeping promises. He seems to confuse 
two questions: (a) Can the keeping of particular promises be justified 
on utilitarian grounds? (b) Can the general condemnation of promise-
breaking by p~lic opinion be justified on utilitarian grounds? 91 

His discussion of cases in which non-fu1filment of promise would be 
generally approved 94 

In general, he interprets promises without taking account of the unex-
pressed conditions implicit in ordinary speech 98 

His argument that if the duty of promise-keeping were independent of 
that of maximizing good, it ought to be always equally stringent. 
The degree of bindingness of promises is a product of two factors--
the good to be produced and the explicitness of the promise 99 

His distinction between the objective and the subjective. good to be 
produced by keeping promises. This does not account for certain 
instances in which most of the usual good results are excluded by the 
nature of the case 10:& 
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Mr. Katkov's attempt to bring promise-fulfilment under the maximiza-

tion of good lOS 

The duty of promise-keeping requires careful statement if we ate to avoid 
objectionable consequences. (I) It is a duty not to effect a certain 
result, but to try to do so • 108 

(2.) It is cancelled if the effecting of the result has become impossible 
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VI. THE GENERAL NATURE OF WHAT IS RIGHT: 
SOME THEORIES 

Is the being under the influence of certain motives the whole, ora part, 
of our duty~ 

(I) If we have not one of these motives, it is not our duty to have it, 
for we cannot produce it by an act of choice. If we have one of 
them, it is not our duty to be under its influence, but to do the act to 
which it points 

(2.) It can hardly be our duty to act from some other motive, hut 
never from the best, viz. sense of duty;· and it cannot be our duty to 
act from the sense of duty, since this, when properly expanded into 
the form 'it is my duty to do act A from the sense that it is my duty 
to do act A', involves a self-contradiction • 

Prof. Reid's view is open to the objection that it counts the being 
under the influence of a certain motive, which is the precondition of 
the choice, as part of the object of choice • 

To say that it is our duty to do certain acts, and not to act from certain 
motives, does not make the moral life discontinuous and external, 
because the cultivation of good motives is one of our main duties 
(though one best achieved, in general, by indirection) 

(3) If I want to do my duty, my motive will be the same, whichever act 
I come to think to be my duty, and therefore cannot be what makes 
one act my duty rather than another 

(4) What we in fact attend to, when we are trying to discover our duty, is 
. not our motives but the nature and probable consequences of possible 
acts 

Mr. Joseph's view that in certain cases the nature of the motive is what 
makes an action right 

His analysis of a motived act into motive and physical movement 
Ambiguity of the phrase 'separating the act from the motive' . 
His account of our thinking that we ought to produce pleasure for 

another rather than for ourselves • 
His account of action done from sense of duty 
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Later he admits that where we act from a sense of duty alone, the action's 
being a duty cannot spring from its being done from a sense of duty 133 
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Prof. Field's view that the fundamental fact is the goodness of certain 

motives, and that our sense of prima facie obligations is due to the 
normal connexion of certain types of act with good, or with bad, 
motives • 134 

But it would be sheer confusion of thought to have any compunction 
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POSITIVE CONSIDERA nON OF THE QUESTION 

If an act's rightness is its suitability to the situation, is it its suitability 
to the objective situation, or to the subjective, i.e. to the agent's 
opinion about the objective situation? 146 

Considerations in favour of the objective view 147 
Prof. Prichard's discussion of the question. He contends that our 

ordinary thought in part supports the objective view, but on the 
whole is more in agreement with the subjective 148 

His contention that an obligation must be an obligation not to effect a 
certain result, but to set oneself to effect it IS 3 

This contention supports the subjective view. 154 
His contention that rightness is not a character of actions, but that 

being obliged is a characteristic of a man, also supports the subjective 
view ISS 

The act which it is reasonable for a man to do if he wants to do his duty, 
is not that which will produce certain results, nor that which wiser 
men would think likely to produce them, but that which he thinks 
likely to produce them IS6 

The view that we ought to produce certain results, and the view that 
we ought to act from certain motives, are (though mistaken) natural, 
because actions that produce certain results, and actions from 
certain motives, are in different respects suitable to the situation • 159 

Three self-exertions that have some claim to be what the agent ought 
to do: all are in different senses right, but the one he ought to do is 
that which he thinks most suitable to the circumstances as he thinks 
them to be 161 

This double dose of subjectivity not really objectionable 164 
Relation of the morally good act to the right act 165 

VIII. THE KNOWLEDGE OF WHAT IS RIGHT 

The rightness of particular acts was originally apprehended directly, 
and the general principles reached by intuitive induction • 161! 
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When the general principles have been grasped, is the rightness of 

particular acts deduced from them? Only when the general principle 
(I) is accepted on authority, or (2.) is not self-evident but has itself 
been reached by reasoning 171 

We often judge acts to be right or wrong, on the ground of only one of 
their probable consequences; the justification for this, when it is 
justified • 173 
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