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A b st ra ct

I rec o n s tru c t th e  b ack g ro u n d  o f  ideas, concerns an d in ten tio n s o u t o f  w h ich  

M oore ’s early  essays, the  p re l im in a ry  version , an d  th e n  the  final ve rs ion  o f 

P r in c ip ia  E th ic a o rig ina ted . I stress th e  ro le o f re lig ious concerns, as well as th a t 

o f  th e  Idea lis t legacy. I argue th a t P E is m o re  a pa tchw o rk  o f  ra th e r  d iverg ing  

co n tr ib u tio n s th a n  a u n ita ry  w ork , n o t to  say the  pa rad ig m  o f  a new  schoo l in  

E thics. I add  a co m p ariso n  w ith  R ashdall’s a lm ost co n tem p o ra ry  e th ica l w ork , 

suggesting  th a t th e  la tte r defends th e  sam e genera l c la im s in  a d ifferen t way, 

one th a t paves decisive ob jec tions in  a m o re  p lausib le way. I en d  by  suggesting  

th a t th e  em ergence o f A naly tic  E th ics w as a m o re  amb iguous p h en o m en o n  

th a n  the  received v iew  w ou ld  m ake us believe, an d  th a t th e  w heat (o r som e 

o th e r g lu ten -free  g ra in ) o f  th is  trad it io n , th a t is, w h a t log ic can  do  fo r p h i lo s 

ophy, has to  be separa ted  f ro m  th e  chaff, th a t is, the  con fused  an d  m u tua lly  

in com patib le  legacies o f  U ti l i ta r ian ism  an d  Idealism .

KeyW o rd s: G e o r g e  E d w a r d  M o o r e ,  H a s t in g s  R a s h d a l l ,  a n a l y t i c  e th ic s ,  u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ,  

n a t u r a l i s t i c  f a l l a c y ,  r e l i g i o n .

1. Re lig io n , m o ra lit y , an d  a V ict o r ian  t e en ag e r

G eorge E dw ard  M oore, b o rn  in  1873, in  th e  heydays of  th e  V ic to rian  era, 

g rew  up  in  an  u p p e r  m idd le-c lass fam ily. It w as, in several respects, a fam 

ily  w ith  typ ica l featu res o f  the  new  u rb an  elite tha t w as rep lac ing  the  o lder 

lan d -o w n in g  gentry . W o rth  n o tin g  are, first, a non -A n g lican  o r D issen ter re 

lig ious back g ro u n d , secondly , rem arkab le  w ealth , third ly , a rem arkab le  father, 

a ren o w n ed  physic ian  w ho, hav ing  re tired  early, w as in  a p o s it io n  to  have a

*  This essay w ill appear in Ita lia n , in a s lig h tly  longer version, in G.E. M oore, Principia Ethica e a ltr i şeritti m o ra li, preface 

by S. Cremaschi, postfaces by R. Mordacci and M . Reichlin (M ilan : B om piani 2014).
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special in fluence in  h is ch ild ren s edu catio n  and  a ra th e r  p rob lem atic  m o th e r 

w ho, after hav ing  b een  co m m itted  for som e tim e to  giv ing b ir th  once a year, 

w as ra th e r  vu lnerab le  in  te rm s o f  psycho-physica l hea lth . It is w o r th  add ing  

th a t th e  ch ild ren  a ttended  a day -schoo l fo r m idd le-c lass o ffspring  -  m o d e r

ately m o re  progressive b u t a lso m ark ed ly  m o re  d em and in g  th a n  th e  fam ous 

bo a rd in g -sch o o ls  for th e  aris toc racy  -  in  D u lw ich , a L o ndon  su b u rb  w here  the  

fam ily  h ad  m oved  prec isely  w ith  th is  p u rp o se  in  m ind 3. B o th  p a ren ts  had , as 

m en tio n ed , a D issen ting  back g ro u n d , th e  m o th e r  f ro m an o u ts tan d in g  Q uaker 

fam ily, th e  fa ther f ro m  a B aptist one, an d  b o th  h ad fo r a t im e  som e sym pathy  

fo r th e  Evangelical m ovem en t, a lth o u g h  at the  tim e  o f  G eorge E dw ard ’s ch ild 

h o o d  th e ir  a ttitude to  Evangelicalism  had  becom e less sangu ine. T heir fam ilies 

h ad  co n n ectio n s w ith  a n e tw o rk  o f  Q uaker, Evangelical, U n ita r ian , and  rad ica l 

fam il ies. Tak ing a c loser lo o k  to  such  a k insh ip  netw o rk , one m eets nam es such  

as T hom as Sturge -  w ith  W illiam  W ilberfo rce one o f th e  tw o leaders o f  the  an- 

ti-slave trad e  cam paign  -  and  th e n  th e  D arw ins, th e Sidgw icks, the  S tephens, 

and  o th er fam ilies w hose sc ions w ere to  show  up  in  due tim e in  G eorge E d 

w ard ’s ow n life. This w as at th e  tim e th e  new  B ritish  aris toc racy  in  p ro fessiona l 

and  po litica l life, th e  b ea re r o f  a set o f values differen t f ro m  those  o f  th e  A ng li

can  an d  lan d -o w n in g  gentry . This new  elite w as the  p ro tag o n ist prec isely  o f  all 

those  dem o cra tic  re fo rm s th a t in  tu rn  w ou ld  have led  -  iron ica lly  -  to  its ow n 

d isappearance as a socia l g roup  in  the  first decades o f th e  tw en tie th  century .

The m a in  e lem en ts o f th is  n ew  e thos w ere the  im p o rta n c e  o f in d iv id u a l c o n 

science, th e  sense o f  duty, an d  social responsib il ity . Such a legacy h a d  com e 

f ro m  d ifferen t sources, m ostly  re lig ious, b u t w as shared  b y  b o th  believers and  

agnostics o r atheists. Indeed , over the  course o f  tw o  o r th ree  genera tions there  

w as a w idesp read  sh ift f ro m  re lig ion  to  ag n o s tic ism b u t a sh ift m ad e  w h ile  

jea lously  p reserv ing  a ttitudes and  v ices f ro m  th e  prev ious re lig ious trad itio n . 

Leslie S tephen, th e  fa ther o f  nove list V irg in ia  and p a in te r  V anessa, a ren o w n ed  

h is to r ian  o f  ideas an d  ra th e r  p ed an tic  scho lar, is an  exam ple o f such  k in d  o f 

esp rit de serieux  ob liv ious o f  its ow n ra iso n  d ’e tre, w h ich  w ill u n d e rg o  sharp  

deris ion  by  th e  B loom sbu ry  set, the  in fo rm a l g ro u p  o f in te llec tua ls to  w h ich  

h is ow n daugh te rs  be longed , n o t so m u ch  d if fe ren t fro m  th a t m an ifested  by  

N ietzsche, h im se lf  the  son  o f  a L u theran  pasto r, aga inst soc ia lists an d  h u m a n 

ita r ians, v iew ed as p r iests d isgu ised  in  p la in  c lo thes4.

Y oung G eorge E dw ard  g rew  up  in  an  en v iro n m en t qu ite ab id ing  to  re lig ious 

observance b u t a lso n o t so m u ch  trad it io n a lis t o r backw ard . A bou t the  age o f 

th ir te e n  he h ad  h is ow n m ystica l crisis w h en  he w as converted  by  an  it in e ran t

3 See Paul Levy, G .E . M o o r e  a n d  t h e  C a m b r i d g e  A p o s t l e s  (London: W eidenfeld  &  Nicolson, 1979), 28-45.

4  Levy, 19-27.
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m iss ion  o f  y o ung  evangelicals. The crisis en ded  soon , u n d e r  the  in fluence o f 

o lder b ro th e r  Tom  w ho  w as a lready  an  agnostic  an d  pu t h im  u n d e r  p ressu re  

req u ir in g  h im  to  p rov ide justif ied  reasons fo r h is  ow n beliefs. G eorge E dw ard  

em erged  f ro m  th is  crisis w ith  a persu asio n  to  have a s tr ic t d u ty  to  f ind  a ju s t i 

fication  for each  be lie f he  adop ted , w ith  a co rrespo n d in g  d u ty  to  ab an d o n  any 

conv ic tion  for w h ich  he cou ld  n o t f ind  such  a justif ica tion . The con jec tu re  is 

ra th e r  p lausib le th a t such  an  a ttitude  w as in  tu rn  un k n o w in g ly  d e te rm in ed , 

am ong  o th e r th ings, by  the  relig ious tra d it io n  in  wh ich  y o ung  G eorge E dw ard  

h ad  b een  educated , nam ely  the  old  Q u ak er d o c tr in e  of  the  In n e r T ight as the  

on ly  gu ide  fo r o u r conscience, as well as the  m o re  recen t Evangelical obsession  

w ith  co n tin u o u s se lf-exam ination  in  o rd er to  check  th e  au th en tic ity  o f  one’s 

conversion  f ro m  Sin to  red eem in g  Fa ith  in  o u r Saviour5.

2 . A  se cre t  so cie t y

The A p o stle s w as the  nam e o f  a club, w hose ex istence w as kep t secret, fo u n d ed  

in  C am bridge in  1820 by  a g roup  o f twelve stu d en ts  (hence the  n am e) u n d e r  

the  leadersh ip  o f  G eorge T om linson , th e n  a s tu d en t an d  la ter an  A ng lican  c ler

gym an  an d  a m em b er o f  th e  Evangelical m ovem en t. A t w eekly  m eetings one 

o f  the  m em b ers  used  to  p resen t a re p o r t  on  a top ic  th a t w as th e n  d iscussed  

fo llow ing prec ise ru les. A t the  en d  th e  answ er to  a q u estion  fo rm u la ted  on  the  

basis o f  th e  re p o r t  an d  su b seq u en t d iscussion  w as pu t to  the  vote. The w o rd ing  

o f  th e  question  to  be  answ ered w as to  assum e special im p o rtan ce  in  th e  C lub’s 

r itua l. It w as p a r t  o f  the  soc ie ty ’s e thos th a t every  top ic  cou ld  be  m ade the  

sub ject o f  d iscussion  an d  freed o m  to  argue shou ld  no t m ee t w ith  any l im its6. 

These d iscussions, m o re  th a n  the  lec tu re  courses he h ad  to  a ttend , w ere the 

source o f  h is ph ilosoph ica l voca tion7.

3 . A  run  aw ay  f rom  re l ig io n , t h ro u g h  em p ir icism ,  

id ea l ism , an d  com m on  se n se

The young  M oore  h ad  a rr ived  at C am bridge  look ing  for an  a lternative to  the  

p a rt icu la r  re lig ious w orldv iew  in  w h ich  he h a d  g rown  up. H e h ad  becom e 

a sceptic  in  m atte rs  o f  re lig ion  and  w as tem p ted  to look  fo r answ ers to  h is 

ow n d o ub ts  in  the  progressive and  an ti-re lig ious m ovem en ts o f ideas th a t h ad  

d o m in a ted  o r still d o m in a ted  the  B ritish  scene, namely  U ti l i ta r ian ism  and  

E vo lu tion ism . W ith in  a coup le o f  years, yet, he seem s to  be  m o re  and  m o re

5 Levy, 42.

6 See A rth u r S idgw ick, Eleanor M ild red S idgw ick, eds., H e n r y  S i d g w i c k :  a  M e m o i r  (B ris tol: Thoem m es, 1996), 

34 -35 ; cf. George Edward M oore ,"A n au tob iography", in Paul A rth u r Schilpp, ed., T h e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  G .E . M o o r e  

(Evanston, i l l : TheFreePress, 1942), 1 -3 7 ,1 2 -1 3 .

7 M oore, 13; see Levy, 62.
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in f luenced  by  an ti-em p ir ic is t an d  a n ti-h ed o n is t critics o f  B ritish  idea lism , p a r 

ticu la rly  F rancis B rad ley  and  John  M cTaggart. The circum stance  th a t th e  m ain  

co n cern  in  P r in c ip ia  E th ic a w as to  exclude th e  possib ility  o f  reduc ing  goodness 

to  one set o f  em p ir ica l qua lities m ay  be easily  accoun ted  fo r as a resu lt o f  the  

an ti-em p ir ic is t reac tio n  th a t h ad  b een  aris ing  in  those  years. M oore w as c o n 

v inced  th a t K ant h ad  finally  re fu ted  H um e’s em p ir icism  by  p rov ing  th e  need  

fo r an active in te rv en tio n  by  th e  know ing  sub ject in  shap ing  th e  given data. He 

w as by  th e n  conv inced  th a t really  ex isting  th in g s are n o t those  w h ich  are the  

sub ject o f o u r experience, b u t ra th e r  those  be long ing  to  a n o u m en a l reality , ac 

cep ting  also the  im p lica tion  th a t t im e does n o t have any  rea l ex istence, a c la im  

th a t he w ou ld  la ter qua lify  as “abso lu te ly  m o n stro us”, b u t o f w hose t ru th  he  h ad  

le t h im se lf  be  conv inced  by  M cTaggart. H e h a d  also conc luded  th a t p leasure 

is n o t a possib le sub ject o f em p ir ica l know ledge because n o b o d y  ever w an ts 

to  have p leasu re  in  itself, b u t  on ly  those  th in g s by  w h ich  p leasure is accom 

pan ied . It is in  co n ju n c tio n  w ith  th is  tem p o ra ry  switch  to  a k in d  o f idea lism  

w hose K an t h im se lf  w as supposed  to  be a p ro p o n en t th a t M oore ’s concern  

deve loped  fo r em an c ip a tio n  o f  ind iv idua ls f ro m  p h ilo so p h ers o r sc ien tists 

w ho  w an ted  to  teach  th em  w h a t is r igh t, o r w h ich  ones are th e  “good  th in g s”. 

The search  fo r answ ers th a t w ou ld  trans la te  these concerns in to  p rec isely  a r

gued  ph ilosoph ica l c la im s is w ell d o cu m en ted  by  the essays pub lished  before 

the  P r in c ip ia  as well as by  tw o d isserta tions on  K ant su b m itted  for g rad u a tio n  

at C am bridge8. In  these  w ritings th e  d o c tr in es  m o st o ften d iscussed  are those 

o f  K ant, H egel, and  neo -H egelian  idealists B rad ley  a n d  M cTaggart. In  the  sec

o n d  d isse rta tio n  he  p u t fo r th  a th eo ry  o f t ru th  w h ich  e labo rated  on  B rad ley ’s 

co h eren tism 9. Yet, he  soon  sta rted  w o rk ing  o u t a c rit ique  o f  idea lism  go ing  to 

w ards the  d iscovery  o f  th a t k in d  o f  co m m o n -sen se  rea lism  th a t becam e know n  

as M oore ’s ow n ph ilo so p h y  in  the  Tw enties an d  Th irties. In  1898 he w as still 

w r itin g  th a t he h ad  chosen  to  d iscuss the  K an tian  concep tion  o f freed o m  b e 

cause he th o u g h t “th a t reference to  th e  v iew s o f  the  ph ilosopher, w ith  w h o m  

you  are m o re  in  ag reem en t, is o ften th e  easiest w ay o f exp la in ing  y o u r ow n 

v iew ”10, b u t soon  after he s ta r ted  a rebe llion  against B rad ley  and  idea lism  in  

defence o f  th e  co m m o n -sen se  w orldv iew 11.

8 See Tom Regan, "In trodu ction". In George Edward M oore. T h e  E a r l y  E s s a y s ,  ed. by T. Regan (Philadelph ia , PENN: 

Tern pie Un ive rs ity  Press, 1 9 8 1 ),1 -1 3 ,1 0 .

9 George Edward M oore, "The 1898 D issertation; th e  metaphysical basis o f  ethics", in E a r l y  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  W r i t i n g s ,  

ed. by Thomas Ba ldw in  (Cam bridge: Cam bridge Unive rs ity  Press, 2001), 117-237 ,166 .

10 M oore, "Freedom", M i n d ,  ne w  series 7 (1898), 179-204 ,179 .

11 See Bertrand Russell, "M y  m e nta l deve lopm ent", in Paul A rth u r Schilpp, ed., T h e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  B e r t r a n d  R u s 

s e l l  (New York: Harper, 1963), 1 -1 8 ,1 2 .
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4 . The  Principia  an d  w h a t  is le f t  o f  Id ea lism

The rev iew er fo r the  G u a rd ia n s ta rted  h is rev iew  o f th e  P r in c ip ia  as follows: 

“Few  th in g s are so depressing  as a m an  w ith  a m ission . M r. M oore ’s m iss ion  is 

o f  th e  in te llec tua l type, and  takes the  m o d est fo rm o f  assu ring  a lm ost all o th er 

ph ilo so p h ers since the  w o rld  began  th a t th ey  have never even conceived  the  

p ro b lem  o f  eth ics correctly , m u ch  less succeeded  in so lv ing it.”12

To b e tte r  apprec ia te  th is  reac tion , we m ay  recall the  c ircum stance  th a t M oore 

w as th e n  29 years o ld  and  h a d  on ly  tw o  years ph ilosoph ica l stud ies beh in d . 

These c ircum stances m ay  he lp  in  accoun ting  fo r b o th doub ts  by  p ro fessiona l 

co m m en ta to rs  a n d  en o rm o u s success am ong  a w id er public , i f  n o t  im m ed ia te 

ly, a t least f ro m  th e  T w enties, due p e rh ap s to  th e  G oddess F o rtu n e ’s p ro tec tion , 

w hose task  is assisting  young  m en , especially  the  bo ld  an d  foo lhardy  ones. 

B esides th e  G oddess’s assistance, h a lf  o f such  success w as due to  th e  te rr ib le  

sim p lif ica tion  o f p rev ious e th ica l th in k in g  th a t he w as able to  do  ju s t because 

o f  h is can d id  igno rance ab o u t m o st o f  it.

M oore Scho lars have access now  to  the  tex t o f  th e  E le m e n ts  o f  E th ics, a set 

o f  lec tu res delivered at the  T o ndon  School o f E th ics an d  Social Philosophy, 

an  in s ti tu t io n  fo u n d ed  in  o rd er to  p rov ide life long lea rn in g  fo r th e  w ork ing  

class. The in s ti tu t io n  c losed after on ly  th ree  years activ ity , n o t on ly  because o f 

f inanc ia l p rob lem s b u t a lso because o f  fa ilu re in  mee tin g  its o r ig ina l goals due 

to  to o  m u ch  success, a success th a t secu red  h er an  aud ience com posed  m ain ly  

o f  peop le  w ho  h a d  a lready  h ad  access to  h ig h er e d u ca tio n 13. The E lem en ts w ere 

f irst rev ised  fo r pub lica tion , b u t th e n  M oore  d ro p ped  the  p ro jec t and  dec ided  

to  use in stead  p a r t  o f  th e  m ateria ls  fo r a d ifferent book , w ith  a s im p ler ou tlay  

and  one c loser to  th e  o r ig ina l p lan  o f  the  lec tu re  course. O f  th e  te n  lessons 

f ro m  th e  E lem en ts , lesson  v n  on  “Free W ill” w as la ter pub lished  as a separate  

essay, the  tw o on  h ed o n ism , lesson m  and  iv, becam e one chapter, w h ile  lesson 

viii, on  th e  e th ics o f  in n e r  life, w as d ro p p ed , keep ing  som e m ateria ls  in  chap ter 

v i , w h ile  ix , “P ractica l app lications” an d  x, “G enera l C onc lusions”, w ere co m 

p lete ly  abandoned .

M oore ’s c ritica l ta rg e t w as the  late n in e te en th -ce ntu ry  B ritish  ph ilosoph ica l 

m a in stream , th a t is, M ill, S pencer and  th e ir  fo llowers. W h a t he  w an ted  to  

p rove is th a t these em p ir ic is t p h ilo so p h ers h ad  n o  r ig h t to  pose as teachers o f 

a new  “scientif ic” m o ra lity  because, in  o rd er to  sup p o rt th e ir  c laim s, th ey  are

12 T h e  G u a r d ia n ,  April 2 4 ,1 9 0 4 , qu oted fro m  Tom Regan, B lo o m s b u r y 's  P r o p h e t  (Ph iladelph ia, PENN:TarpleUni- 

vers ity  Press, 19 86 ), 19.

13 Tom Regan, "Editor's in troduc tion", in M oore, T h e  E le m e n t s  o f  E t h ic s ,  ed ited by Tom Regan (Ph iladelph ia, p e n n : 

Temple Unive rs ity  Press, 2 003), x iii-x xx v iii,  pa rt ic u la rly  xv-xx ii.
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b o u n d  to  lapse in to  a log ical fallacy. O nce th is  is p roved , you  get the  resu lt o f 

libe ra ting  th e  second  p a r t  o f  e th ics -  th e  one th a t really  m atte rs  fo r life as far it 

a im s a t defin ing  th e  goo d  th ings, n o t ju s t the  m eanin g  o f  th e  p red icate  “g o o d ”

-  f ro m  th e  p ro tec tio n  o f  all ph ilo soph ica l th eo ries and  g iv ing it back  to  the  care 

o f  co m m o n  sense. This second  p a r t  o f  e th ics is n o t a p h ilo so p h er ’s task , at least 

bey o n d  necessary  c larif ica tion  o f  m eth o d s  and  p rocedu res, or, m o re  precisely, 

it  is so to  som e ex ten t, as far as th is  p a r t  a im s at answ ering  the  q u estion  abou t 

w h a t is an  in tr in s ic  end , and  it is n o t so w h en  it  tr ies  an d  fails to  answ er the  

question  ab o u t w h a t ends shou ld  be  p u rsu ed . W ith  regard  to  the  second  q u es

tio n , ph ilo so p h y  ends w ith  th e  conc lusion  th a t yo u  c an n o t reach  any  justif ied  

conc lusion  and  th e  on ly  possib le reco m m en d a tio n  for h u m an  be ings in  flesh 

and  bo n es is to  fo llow  co m m o n  sense on  c u rre n t issues and, in  m o re  com plex  

o r u n c e rta in  m atte rs , to  re ly  on  a cho ice based  on  consequences, a lth o u g h  n o t 

consequences in  th e  long  te rm  an d  n o t un iversa l ones, b u t ju s t those  invo lv ing 

ourselves an d  o u r close relations.

In  the  ligh t o f th e  above, we can b e tte r  u n d e rs ta n d th e  m ean in g  and  con tex t 

o f  som e sta tem en ts f ro m  th e  P r in c ip ia . The first is th a t e th ics consists o f  tw o 

parts: a) a “science o f  m o ra lity ” o r “e th ics”, w h ich  is a d iscou rse  on  the  n a tu re  

o f  in tr in s ic  value; b ) a “casu istry ”, w h ich  is a d iscou rse  on  th e  d e te rm in a tio n  

o f  th e  r ig h t ac tion  and  th a t is expected  to  answ er tw o questions: i) w h a t is an 

in tr in s ic  end ; ii) w h ich  p a rt icu la r  ac tions shou ld  be  p e rfo rm ed  and  w h a t sp e 

cific p u rp o ses shou ld  be  p u rsu e d 14. The answ er to  th e  first q u estion  is the  thesis 

o f  th e  im possib ility  to  give a de fin ition  o f  the  w ord  “g o o d ”. The answ er to  the  

second  lies in  th e  apparen tly  o d d  d o c tr in e  o f  th e  Ideal f ro m  chap te r v i , and  in  

the  p ecu lia r consequen tia lis t d o c tr in e  p resen ted  in chap te r v. The c ru x  o f  the 

answ er is th a t, to  answ er th is  question  w e on ly  n eed  to  get r id  o f  all theo ries 

th a t teach  us w h a t th in g s are good , and  th e n  everyone w ill see c learly  w ha t 

th ey  rea lly  are, an d  in d eed  th ere  w ill be  ag reem en t on  th is  m atte r; th e re  w ill be 

instead  a large am o u n t o f  u n ce rta in ty  on  th e  ra th e r d ifferen t q uestion  o f w ha t 

needs to  be done  in  one g iven s itua tion  to  achieve these  g ood  th ings, an d  we 

w ill have to  acknow ledge th e  ex isting  d isagreem ent.

The c la im  o f  im possib ility  o f defin ing  “g o o d ” is based  -  as it  is w e ll-know n  -  

on  tw o argum en ts: th e  a rg u m en t o f  th e  open  question w h ich  says th a t, in  f ro n t 

o f  each  defin ition  o f  good , it is still possib le to ask, even w h en  a th in g  has a 

p ro p e r ty  iden tif ied  by  th e  de fin ition  to  goodness, w h e th e r it  is ac tua lly  g o o d 15, 

and  th e  so -ca lled  “na tu ra lis tic  fallacy” a rg u m en t acco rd ing  to  w h ich  all m o ra l

14 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h i c a  (1903), ed ited by Thomas Ba ldw in  (Cam bridge: Cam bridge Univers ity Press, 1993), §2 and

4.

15 Ibid., § 1 3 .
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ph ilo so p h ers up  to  now  have lapsed in to  an  invalid  fo rm  o f  a rg u m en t co n s is t

ing  o f th e  u n w arran ted  c la im  o f  b e in g  able to  give a de fin ition  o f  the  p red icate  

“g o o d ” th ro u g h  e n u m era tio n  o f o th e r qua lities o f  thin g s th a t are good , w h ile  

th is  p red icate  instead  “c a n n o t be  analysed”16.

In  o rd er to  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t he actua lly  m eans, it is w o r th  reca lling  once again  

th a t th e  m ean in g  o f  th e  te rm  “n a tu ra l” th a t  M oore  has in  m in d  is equ iva len t to  

“em p ir ica l”, an d  th a t “n a tu ra l” p ro p erties  are, acco rd ing  to  h im , those  w h ich  

the  n a tu ra l sc iences an d  psycho logy  are dea ling  w ith , nam ely, p ro p erties  o f 

m ate ria l b od ies such  as co lour, sound , physica l s tru c tu re , an d  e lem en ts o f 

m en ta l experience, such  as feelings o f p leasu re  a n d pa in . The sam e th in g  cou ld  

have b een  said  in  less am b iguous language, and  w ou ld  have tu rn e d  o u t to  be 

a com parative ly  tr iv ia l idea, as it  is in  fac t17. Instead , va lue p ro p ert ies  are n o t 

“co m p o n en ts” o f  any  en tity  ex isting  in  tim e  and  space b u t on ly  “derivative” 

p ro p erties, and  th is  is w hy  th ey  m ay  be “n o n -n a tu ral” p ro p e r t ie s18.

The “n a tu ra lis tic  fallacy” a rg u m en t w as la ter th e  sub jec t o f  m u ch  critic ism . It 

has b een  argued  th a t th e  fallacy is n o t a rea l fa l la c y because it  is n o t a m is taken  

in fe rence b u t ju s t the  e rro n eo u s iden tif ica tion  o f  tw o d is t in c t p ro p erties, and  

also th a t it  is n o t even n a tu ra l is t ic since it  does n o t b ea r on  “n a tu ra lis t” p o s i

t io n s  m o re  th a n  on  “m etaphysica l” ones, th a t is, the  a rg u m en t a im s at ru lin g  

ou t iden tif ica tion  o f  the  p red icate  g o o d s  reference also w ith  p ro p erties  o f  o b 

jec ts  ex isting  in  any  supersensib le  “rea l” w orld .

M oore ’s a rg u m en t is th a t a de fin ition  is th e  deco m po sitio n  o f  a w ho le  in to  its 

p arts , b u t “ g o o d ’ has n o  de fin ition  because it  is sim ple an d  has n o  p a rts ”19. 

It m ay  be ob jected  th a t th e  a rg u m en t ho lds i f  y ou  accep t a ve ry  d em an d in g  

n o t io n  o f  de fin ition  th a t iden tif ies i t  w ith  an  analysis in to  s im ple com ponen ts. 

M oore h im se lf  la ter b ro u g h t to  ligh t the  “p a rad o x  of  analysis” unavo idab ly  m e t 

by  any  k in d  o f analysis th u s u n d e rs to o d , b u t fo rgo t to  add  th a t the  d iscovery  o f 

th is  p a rad o x  also m ad e  h is ow n fo rm u la tio n  o f  th e  idea  o f  na tu ra lis tic  fallacy 

indefensib le20.

The second  q uestion  in  e th ics is: w h a t th in g s are good? The answ er to  th is  qu es

t io n  consists o f  a d e fin ition  o f the  good , w h ich  is possib le desp ite  th e  fac t the  

p red icate  “g o o d ” is indefinab le. The answ er th a t M oore is try in g  to  fo rm u la te  is

16 Ibid., § 1 4 .

17 See Sergio Cremaschi, "N atura lizzazione senza na tu ra lism o : una prospettiva  per la m etaetica", E t ic a  e  P o l i t i c o  \  

E t h ic s  8 / P o l i t i c s ,  9, no. 2 (2007), 201-217.

18 M oore, "A  rep ly  to  m y  critics", in T h e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  G .E . M o o r e ,  ed ite d by Paul A rth u r Schilpp (Evanston, i l l : The 

Free Press, 1942), 535-677, pa rticu la rly  581-592.

19 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  § 1 0 .

20 See M oore, "The ju s tifica tion  o f  analysis", in L e c t u r e s  o n  P h i l o s o p h y ,  ed ited by Casimir Lewy (London: A llen & 

U nw in , 1966), 165-72.

38 I F e l s e f i  D ü ş ü n  D e r g i s i



Who Was The Father Of Analytic Ethics? George Edward Moore's DNA Test

th a t  th is  p a r t  o f  the  task  o f  e th ics is th e  decisive one, b u t a lso th e  m o st obv ious, 

to  the  p o in t th a t y ou  do  n o t n eed  any th e o ry  to  answ er to  th is  question , and  

in d eed  n o rm a l peop le , once l iberated  f ro m  e rro n eo u s theo ries, w ou ld  be able 

to  ca rry  o u t th is  task  by  them selves, w ith o u t any  assistance by  p riests, m e ta 

physic ians, an d  scientists. In  o rd er fo r a qua lity  to  be  goo d  in  a m o ra l sense 

we n eed  to  be  able to  affirm  n o t so m u ch  th a t it  is accom pan ied  by  any  o th er 

p roperty , b u t th a t it w ou ld  pass th e  test o f  “abso lu te iso la tion ”21, th a t it  w ou ld  

have value even i f  n o th in g  else in  the  w orld  existed. The resu lt o f  the  abso lu te 

iso la tion  p ro ced u re  is a so lu tion  “so obv ious as to ru n  th e  r isk  o f  appearing  

tr iv ia l”, th a t is, th e  m o st va luab le th in g s are “certa in  states o f  consciousness”, o r 

“th e  p leasures o f  h u m an  in te rcou rse  and  th e  en joym en t o f  beau tifu l ob jects”22. 

In  th e  E le m e n ts he h ad  exp la ined  th a t goo d  th in g s consist in  love for “o th er 

h u m an  m in d s” and  in  “know ledge o f  t ru th ”. Som e years later, he w ill expand  

the  list to  encom pass “know ledge, o r w isdom , o r v irtue , o r love”23.

Last o f  all, even if  th e  answ er to  th e  second  q u estion  o f  e th ics m ay  be g iv 

en  w ith o u t the  assistance o f  any  ph ilosoph ica l th e ory  an d  in d eed  c learing  the  

field f ro m  all such  theo ries, th e  q u estion  ab o u t the  sta tus o f  th e  qua lity  w h ich  

is th e  sub ject o f  such  im m ed ia te  reco g n itio n  is still leg itim ate. G oodness, u n 

like g ood  th ings, does n o t ex ist in  space and  tim e, b u t th is  is n o t tan ta m o u n t 

to  say ing th a t goodness does n o t exist. W h a t does th e n  M oore  argue m o re  

precisely? As R egan ap tly  com m en ts, “to  believe in  th e  rea lity  o f  th in g s w h ich , 

by  th e ir  ve ry  n a tu re , do  n o t ex ist in  t im e, m ean s ad o p tin g  som e o f  th e  sp ir it, if  

n o t  every  letter, o f  idea lism . Is it possib le th en , fo r M oore to  have it  b o th  ways, 

deny ing  idea lism  on  th e  one h an d , and , on  the  o th e r aff irm ing  an  e th ic  th a t 

seem s to  res t on  w h a t appear to  be  idea listic  p resup p o sitio n s?”24

6 . Be t w een  rea l- ru le  co n seq u en t ia l ism  an d  non -  

u n iv e r sa l ist  a ct - co n seq u en t ia l ism

The second  p a r t  o f  e th ics is w h a t M oore  calls “casuis try ”, a te rm  he uses, p ro b 

ably  because o f  lack  o f  any  d irec t acqua in tance w ith  classical casu istry , in  a 

som ew hat fancy  way, co rresp o n d in g  to  w h a t is n o w  called  n o rm ativ e  eth ics. 

H av ing  answ ered  th e  q u estion  o f  w h a t th in g s are good , he believes we m ay  

p roceed  to  th e  question  o f  w h ich  one am ong  all possib le ac tions w ill p roduce  

the  b est “to ta l com p lex  o f  consequences”, i.e. experiences o f  love an d  beauty, 

and  th a t it is on ly  on  th is  basis th a t you  can  ju stify  th e  ex istence o f  any  duty, for

21 See M oore, E t h ic s  (London: W illia m s &  Norgate, 1912), ch. 7; P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  § 112.

22 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  § 113.

23 M oore, E t h ic s ,  24 7 .

24 Regan, "In troduction", in M oore, T h e  E a r l y  E s s a y s ,  10.
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“r ig h t” m ean s “w h a t w ill n o t cause less g ood  th a n  any  possib le a lternative”25.

To state th a t an ac tion  is a du ty  am o u n ts  to  say ing tha t, g iven ce rta in  c irc u m 

stances, it  w ill p ro d u ce  b e tte r  resu lts  th a n  any  o ther, an d  th u s the  c la im  th a t 

som eth in g  is a du ty  is never an  obv ious one, b u t it alw ays requ ires som e proofs. 

W h a t we are able to  do, yet, is ju s t p rov ing  th a t ce rta in  ac tions genera lly  p ro 

duce b e tte r  to ta l resu lts  th a n  those  caused  by  any  a lternative ac tion , and  th e re 

fore “ju s t in  a few  cases” it is possib le to  p rove th a t som e ac tions are duties. So, 

it  is never possib le to  k now  w ith  any  ce rta in ty  th at so m eth in g  is o u r  duty, and  

besides n o  m o ra l law  is abso lu te, fo r it  has “the  na tu re  o f  a scientif ic  law  b u t 

n o t o f  a sc ientif ic  p red ic tio n : and  th e  la tte r is alw ays m ere ly  p robab le , a lthough 

the  p robab il ity  m ay  be v e ry  g rea t”26. The reaso n  for th a t is th a t a m o ra l law  is 

a p red ic tio n  con cern in g  the  am o u n t o f  good  th a t w ill be  p ro d u ced  by  an  ac 

tio n , a p red ic tio n  based , am ong  o th e r th ings, on  u nc e rta in  fac to rs, on  effects 

o f  in te rac tio n  be tw een  one ac tion  an d  o th e r actions, on  spatia l and  tem p o ra l 

d istance be tw een  one ac tio n  an d  its consequences, an d  so on.

There are tw o a lternative in te rp re ta tio n s  o f  th is  sta tem en t. The first is th e  one 

acco rd ing  to  w h ich  M oore  w ou ld  de fend  a “rea l-ru le  (ideal) u til ita r ian ism ”, a 

v iew  n o t un like  -  a t least in  h is  th eo ry  o f  th e  r igh t, i f  n o t  in  the  th eo ry  o f  the  

g ood  -  S idgw ick’s, acco rd ing  to  w h ich  com m o n -sen se  m o ra lity  has selected 

ru les th a t ro ugh ly  com p ly  w ith  th e  p ro p o sed  c r ite r io n  o f  the  righ t; in  fac t it 

seem s possib le to  show  th a t, as far as ru les fo llowed in  o u r soc ie ty  are c o n 

cerned , “it seem s possib le to  p rove a defin ite  u tility  in  m o st o f  those  w h ich  are 

in  genera l b o th  recogn ised  an d  p rac tised ”27; th ere  are som e lim its, yet, to  th is  

conc lusion , since a “a g rea t p a r t  o f  o rd in a ry  m o ra l ex h o rta tio n  an d  social d is 

cussion  consists in  th e  advocating  o f ru les, w h ich  are n o t genera lly  p rac tised ; 

and  w ith  regard  to  these it seem s v e ry  d o u b tfu l w h eth e r a case fo r th e ir  genera l 

u til ity  can  ever be  conclusively  m ad e  ou t”28.

The second  in te rp re ta tio n  is the  one acco rd ing  to  wh ich , fo r those  cases th a t 

really  m atter, i.e. all n e w cases, an d  besides all cases in  w h ich  a co n fl ic t o f  d u 

ties arises, M oore  w ou ld  tu rn  th is  p o s it io n  upside  dow n in  o rd er to  defend  

instead  w h a t m ig h t call a restr ic ted ( ideal) ac t-u ti l i ta r ian ism . The “res tr ic ted ” 

charac te r o f such  u til ita r ian ism  lies in  the  fac t th a t in  new  o r dub ious cases 

we shou ld , in  p rinc ip le , decide on  th e  basis o f th e am o u n t o f in tr in s ic  good  

carr ied  by  the  consequences, b u t since th e  la tte r are ex tended  indefin ite ly  in  

t im e  an d  space, such  ca lcu la tion  d ream ed  o f  by  u tilita r ian s is im possib le  to

25 M oore , P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  § 8 9 .

26 Ibid., § 9 4 .

27 Ibid., § 9 8 .

28 Ibid., § 9 8 .
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ca rry  ou t. N ote th a t th is  is n o t an  o r ig ina l d iscovery, and  in d eed  it is one o f  the  

tw o m a in  ob jec tions m oved  by  W illiam  W hew ell to  Jerem y B en tham , w h ich  

w as th e n  rep ea ted  by  Sidgw ick as i f  it w ere h is ow n d iscovery29. So, since we 

c an n o t free ourselves f ro m  uncerta in ty , we w ill p e rh ap s have m o re  p robab ility  

o f  do ing  the  r ig h t ac tio n  by  stick ing  to  a cho ice dic ta ted  by  co n sidera tion  o f 

im m ed ia te  effects o f ac tions on  ourselves a n d  those w ho  are c loser to  us th a n  if  

we w ou ld  le t us be in sp ired  by  bo u n d less  benevo lence30. Such a lm ost ran d o m  

app roach , to  w h ich  we are a llegedly  b o u n d , w ill p e rh ap s -  th is  is the  on ly  c o n 

so la tion  -  b r in g  ab o u t m o re  good  th a n  h a rm , because it w ill encou rage so m e 

peop le  to  p e rfo rm  ce rta in goo d  actions, a lth o u g h  it  w ill n o t  p ro m p t all possib le 

good  ac tions by  everybody. The trad it io n a l m o ra lis ts ’ m is take  is ra th e r  th a t 

o f  assum ing  th a t, w ith  regard  to  du ties an d  v irtues, “it is desirab le th a t every  

one shou ld  be  alike”31. Instead , p robab ly  “the  p r inc ip le  o f  d iv is ion  o f  labour, 

acco rd ing  to  special capacity , w h ich  is recogn ised  in  resp ec t o f  em p loym en ts, 

w ou ld  also give a b e tte r  resu lt in  respec t o f  v ir tues”32, because th e  “ex trem e 

im p robab il ity  th a t any  genera l ru le  w ith  regard  to  th e  u til ity  o f  an  ac tion  w ill 

be co rrec t seem s, in  fact, to  be  th e  ch ie f p r inc ip le  w h ich  shou ld  be tak en  in to  

accoun t in  d iscussing  how  the  in d iv id u a l shou ld  gu ide h is cho ice”33.

7 . The  Principia  an d  w h a t  is le f t  o f  re l ig io n

C o n tra ry  to  w h a t has b een  said  by  co m m en ta to rs  u n til  a few  years ago34, M oore 

h ad  n o t lost h is in te rest in  re lig ious issues w h en  he w as a teenager, b u t w as still 

obsessed by  these questions u n ti l  the  tim e  o f  th e  P r in c ip ia . M any  o f  th e  essays 

p resen ted  in  the  sessions o f  th e  A p o stle s re late to  re lig ious issues35, th e  rev iew  

o f  M cT aggart’s S tu d ie s in  H eg elia n  C o sm o lo g y d iscusses M cT aggart’s pecu liar 

v iew  o f  e te rn ity36; th e  E le m e n ts  o f  E th ics inc lude a com parative ly  ex tensive d is 

cussion  o f  re lig ion37, an d  th u s  -  R egan conc ludes - it  is “scarcely  cred ib le to

29 See Cremaschi, "The M ill-W h ew e ll controversy on ethics and its bequest to  analytic  philosophy", in Elvio Baccarini, 

Snezana Prijic Samarzja, eds., R a t i o n a l i t y  in  B e l i e f  a n d  A c t i o n  (Rijeka: Univers ity o f  Rijeka -  Faculty o f  Arts  and 

Sciences, Croatian Society fo r A na ly tic  Philosophy, 2006), 4 5 -6 2 ;"N o th in g  to  inv ite  o r to  reward a separate exam ination. 

S idgw ick and W hew ell", E t i c a & P o l i t i c a  \  E t h ic s & P o l i t i c s ,  10, no. 2 (2008), 137-181, http ://w w w 2.um ts. 

it/~etica/2008_2/C R E M A SC H I.pdf

30 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  §§ 88 -89 ; E t h ic s ,  ch. 5.

31 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  § 1 0 0

32 Ibid., § 1 0 0 .

33 Ibid.

34 A lfred Julius Ayer, R u s s e l l  a n d  M o o r e .  T h e  A n a l y t i c  T r a d i t i o n  (Cam bridge, m a s s : Hara rdU niw sityPress, 1971), 

138; Geoffrey James W arnock, E n g l i s h  P h i l o s o p h y  s in c e  1 9 0 0  (Oxford: Oxford Univers ity Press, 1969), 10; Levy, o  

c / f . ,4 0 .

35 See Regan, B lo o m s b u r y 's  P r o p h e t ,  40-41.

36 M oore ,"M r. McTaggart's 'S tudies in Hegelian Cosm ology"' P r o c e e d in g s  o f  t h e  A r i s t o t e l i a n  S o c ie t y ,  2 (1901- 

1902 ),177-214 .

37 M oore, T h e  E le m e n t s  o f  E t h ic s ,  ch. 9.
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m ain ta in , in  v iew  o f th e  available ev idence and  n o tw ith s tan d in g  M o o res p ro 

fessed agnostic ism , th a t he lacked genu ine  in te res t fo r re lig ious questions”’38. 

The m a in  ev idence fo r M oore ’s re lig ious in te rests is an  essay p resen ted  a t an 

A p o stle s m eeting  on  N ovem ber 5 1899, “Relig ious b e lie f”, later pub lished  u n 

der th e  title  “The value o f  re lig ion”39. It shou ld  be n o ted  th a t ju stif ica tion  o f 

re lig ion  is d iscussed  at tw o levels: f irst by  exam in ing  th e  p robab il ity  o f beliefs 

th a t can  justify  th e  ra tio n a lity  o f  th e ir  acceptance, an d  second ly  by  exam in ing  

the  adm issib ility  o f  the  cho ice to  adhere  to  a be lie f th a t does n o t have en o u g h  

chances to  m ake its accep tance ra tio n a l f ro m  a m o ral p o in t o f  view. N o te  th a t 

M oore is recovering  a debate o f  those  years th a t h ad  s ta rted  w ith  an essay by  

one o f  h is  “n a tu ra lis t” op p o n en ts, W illiam  K. C lifford, nam e ly  “The e th ics o f 

b e lie f ”40. The decisive conc lusion  reached  by  M oore is th a t in d u lg in g  in  the  

k in d  o f  co m fo rt de riv ing  f ro m  adhesion  to  re lig ion  is m o ra lly  unaccep tab le  

because we have a m o ra l d u ty  o f  re fusing  to  believe in  w h a t is n o t sufficiently  

probab le . B ut how  can  we m ee t o u r n eed  for a sense o f  secu rity  an d  com fort? 

The so lu tion  ado p ted  in  “The Value o f  R elig ion” w ould  allow  us to  have the  

b est o f  w h a t re lig ion  can  offer, th a t  is, co m fo rt an d  security , w ith o u t pay ing  the 

p rice o f  be liev ing  in  th e  ex istence o f G od. M oore says th a t we cou ld  ab an d o n  

the  search  fo r a G od  w hose ex istence c an n o t be p roved  an d  d irec t in stead  ou r 

feelings o f  love tow ards o u r fellow -beings, w ho  are p e rh ap s less good  th a n  G od  

m ig h t be, b u t are w o rth y  “o f  all the  affections th at we can feel”. N o te  th a t th is  

a ttem p t to  f ind  a w ay  o u t im p lies an o th e r p rice  to  pay: ad o p tin g  the  n o t en tire 

ly p lausib le assu m p tio n  th a t the  m em b ers  o f  o u r  species are really  w o rth y  o f 

such  affection. O ne can su rm ise  th a t d u r in g  the  four years be tw een  “R elig ious 

b e lie f ” an d  th e  P r in c ip ia , M oore ’s fa ith  in  th is  assu m p tio n  b egan  to  falter, and  

the  fac t th a t M oore w as carefu l in  never rep r in tin g “The value o f  re lig ion” has 

som eth in g  to  do  w ith  th is  difficulty . H is la ter effort a t h id in g  b e h in d  the  m ask  

o f  a “p ro fessiona l p h i lo so p h e r” w ho  d iscusses such  “p ro fessiona l” issues as the  

rea l ex istence o f  th e  ex terna l w orld , is carefu l in never m en tio n in g  re lig ion  any 

m ore , and  re tu rn e d  brie fly  to  e th ics on ly  once after 1922 ju s t because he was 

requested  to  resp o n d  to  critics m ay  reflect a d is illus ioned  m o o d  lack ing  even 

the  scan t co m fo rt p rov ided  by  v en era tio n  fo r h u m an  beings.

8 . Com m on - sen se  p h i lo so p h y  an d  w h a t  is le f t  o f  t h e  

Principia

O ne m o re  im p o r ta n t p o in t to  cons ider is th a t th e  tra jec to ry  fo llow ed be tw een

38 Regan, B l o o m s b u r y 's  P r o p h e t ,  41.

39 M oore, "The value o f  re lig ion "(1 901 ), in T h e  E a r l y  E s s a y s .

40 W illia m  K ingdon C lifford, "The ethics o f  b e lie f"  (1877), in T h e  E t h ic s  o f  B e l i e f  a n d  O t h e r  E s s a y s  (N ew  York: 

Protheus Books, 1999).
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1889 an d  1903, f ro m  re lig ion  to  eth ics, w as co n tin ued  be tw een  1903 an d  1922, 

go ing  th is  t im e f ro m  e th ics to  the  th e o ry  o f  language and  o f  know ledge. In  th is 

p e r io d  M oore, as a lready  m en tio n ed , pub lished  on ly  a few  essays on  w ell-de- 

fined  top ics in  eth ics, occasioned  by  n eed  to  p rov ide  c larif ications o f h is p rev i

ous d o c tr in es , and  th en , after 1922, he  d id  n o t come b ack  to  eth ics any  m ore, 

un less in  h is 1942 “R eply to  m y  critics”41. O ne m ay ra th e r  easily  read  in  the  tw o 

stages o f  th is  p a th  an ex isten tia l jo u rn e y  w here  a young  m an  w ho  h ad  b een  

educated  to  deep  relig ious feeling  finds an  ap p arent f inal haven  for h is ow n 

voyage, th ro u g h  ph ilosophy  a im ed  at c larif ica tion  of  h is in n e r  life, in  an  e th ic  

in d ep e n d e n t o f  re lig ion , m ak in g  due a llow ance for som e tem p o ra ry  in to x ica 

tio n  d en o u n ced  by  cu lt o f  states o f  conscience filled w ith  love and  beauty, an 

in tox ica tion  th a t cou ld  have b een  m o re  easily  avo ided by  so m ebody  w ho, like 

R ashdall, h a d  rem a in ed  a sober p rac tis ing  A ng lican . W ith o u t co n trad ic tin g  

th is  p lausib le ex isten tia l read ing , we m ig h t ra th e r in te rp re t th e  p a th  fo llow ed 

by  M oore  in  the  l igh t o f  in s titu tio n a l changes in  th e  academ ic  w orld  th a t saw  a 

conso lida tion  in  the  E ng lish -speak ing  w orld  after World  W ar i o f  a h igh ly  sp e 

c ia lized ph ilo so p h y  as academ ic  d isc ip line go ing  h an d - in -h a n d  w ith  the  final 

cu t o f  any canal co n n ec tin g  A ng lo -Saxon and  G erm an -sp eak in g  ph ilosophy. 

In  th is  con tex t, M oore  becam e a p ro fessiona l ph ilo so p h er w ho  d id  n o t pub lish  

any  m o re  any th ing  th a t cou ld  be  read  by  a n on -p ro fess iona l pub lic . The q u es

tio n  rem a ins, how ever, w hy  d id  M oore  ab an d o n  the  s tudy  o f  e th ics after 1922, 

w h ile  w itnessing  passively  36 years debate d u r in g  wh ich  first Ross shook  the  

very  fo u n d a tio n s o f  h is d o c tr in e , th e n  the  em o tiv ists m ad e  th e  p ro fessiona l 

pub lic  fo rget th e  p a rs  c o n stru en s o f h is e th ics by  p ersu ad in g  th em  th a t M oore ’s 

c o n tr ib u tio n  w as th e  n a tu ra lis tic -fa llacy  a rg u m en t and , in  th e  last tw o years o f 

h is life, W ittgenste in ’s pup ils  gave th e  coup  de g race to  the  little th a t w as left, by  

lau n ch in g  a new  fo rm  o f “na tu ra lism ”, o r bette r, “an ti-n o n -n a tu ra lism ”42.

O ne answ er m ay  be th a t the  P r in c ip ia  is, ra th e r  th a n  a un if ied  an d  consisten t 

w o rk  th a t has p rov ided  th e  p a rad ig m  fo r analy tic  eth ics, a pa tchw o rk  m ade o f 

at least th ree  lines o f  d iscourse, in com patib le  w ith  each  o ther, nam e ly  id ea l

ism , consequen tia lism , and  analy tic  ph ilosophy. M oore ’s la ter p ro d u c tio n  was, 

as m en tio n ed , a lm ost exclusively in  the  fields o f  the  ph ilo so p h y  o f  m in d  and  

“m etaphysics,” an d  has a charac te r m ark ed ly  d ifferen t f ro m  th a t o f  th e  P r in c ip 

ia and  earlier pub lica tions. The difference is th a t no  la ter p u b lica tion  tr ies to  

p rov ide  any  syn thesis, an d  even less to  give any  teach ings th e  genera l reader 

m ig h t take advantage of, l im iting  itse lf  to  techn ica l tre a tm e n t o f ind iv idua l 

p rob lem s as a p a r t  o f  a genera l theo re tica l s tra tegy  a im ed  at de fend ing  com - 

m o n -sen se  beliefs.

41 M oore, "A rep ly  to  m y  critics", in T h e  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  G .E . M o o r e .

42 See Cremaschi, L 'e t ic a  d e l  N o v e c e n t o  (Rome: Carocci, 2005), 38-89.
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A decisive c ircum stance  to  be  k ep t in  m in d  is th a t an  im p o rta n t p a r t  o f  the  

d iscou rse  carr ied  o u t in  th e  P r in c ip ia  s im ply  does n o t m ake any  sense if  the  

read er is unaw are  o f th e  legacy o f  Idea lism  in  th e  w ork . A  d ifferen t question  

is h o w  m u c h Idea lism  w as left in  th e  book . E th ica l w ritings f ro m  th e  fo llow ing 

tw o decades w ere p e rh ap s try in g  to  c lear the  g ro u n d o f  d ifficu lties left by  th is  

legacy. “The co n cep tio n  o f  in tr in s ic  va lue”, fo r ex., insists on  th e  d istin c tio n  

be tw een  ob jectiv ity  an d  in tr insic ity , co n ten d in g  tha t w h a t is in tr in s ic  is also 

objective, b u t n o t every th ing  th a t is ob jective is a lso in tr in s ic , fo r in tr in s ic  va l

ue does n o t d ep en d  on  the  laws o f  na tu re , b u t “so le ly  o n  th e  in tr in s ic  n a tu re  o f 

the  th in g  in  q u e s tio n ”43. It fo llow s th a t w h a t has value at a tim e  m ay  n o t possess 

it a t ano ther, and  th a t w hatever is exactly  s im ila r to  th e  th in g  th a t has a ce rta in  

va lue m u st possess the  sam e am o u n t o f  va lue “even if  i t  h ad  ex isted  in  a U n i

verse in  w h ich  th e  causal laws w ere qu ite  d ifferen t f ro m  w h a t th ey  are in  th is  

one”44. In tr in s ic  va lue is there fo re  an ob jective property , an d  it  does n o t va ry  

d ep en d in g  on  tim e  and  space, and  does n o t seem  to  consist in  the  expression  

o f  a psycho log ical a tt itu d e45. A  c larif ication  th a t bears a n u m b er o f  in te resting  

im p lica tions is th a t in tr in s ic  value, b e ing  objective, is in  a re la tionsh ip  d ifferen t 

f ro m  th a t o f  id e n t i ty -  in  tu rn , a concep t w h ich  M oore  dec lared  in co m p reh e n 

sib le -  w ith  o th er p ro p ert ies  o f  one th in g , th a t is, “th o u g h  b o th  yellow ness and  

beau ty  are p red icates w h ich  d e p e n d on ly  on  the  in tr in s ic  n a tu re  o f  w h a t p o s 

sesses th em , yet w h ile  yellow ness is itse lf  an  in tr in s ic p red icate , b e a u ty is n o t”46, 

or, no  value p red icate  is an  “in tr in s ic  p ro p e r ty ”.

In  h is, u n ti l  recen tly  unp u b lish ed , “Preface” w r itten  in  1922, M oore  h im se lf  

ra ised  the  m a in  ob jec tions th a t w ere ra ised  by  h is critics in  th e  fo llow ing years. 

H e ad m itted  he  h a d  m is tak en  w ith  each  o th er tw o d ifferen t k in d s o f  c ritic ism  

to  p rev ious ph ilosophers: th e  f irst is in  be liev ing th a t th ey  w ere able to  analyze 

all m o ra l concep ts hav ing  in  m in d  a de fin ition  o f  analysis in  te rm s o f  re d u c 

tio n , th e  second  is on  c la im ing  th a t m o ra l concep ts deno te  som e n a tu ra l o r 

m etaphysica l p ro p e rty 47. A  few  years la ter he ad m itted  th a t, s ince th ere  are 

charac teris tics o f  a n a tu ra l event, such  as eating  caviar, w hose p leasure is n a t

u ra l b u t n o t in tr in s ic , we shou ld  d istingu ish  n a tu ra l in tr in s ic  p ro p erties  from  

n o n -n a tu ra l in tr in s ic  p ro p erties, an d  the  fo rm er are d ifferen t f ro m  th e  la tte r 

“by  the  fac t th a t, by  ascrib ing  a p ro p e r ty  o f  the  first k in d  to  a th in g  y ou  are n o t 

describ ing  it in  a n y  w a y, w h ile, by  ascrib ing  a p ro p e r ty  o f  the  second  k in d to

43 M oore, "The conception o f  in trinsic  value" (1922), in P h i l o s o p h i c a l  S t u d ie s  (London: Routledge, 1970), 253-75, 

260.

44  Ibid., 268.

45 See M oore, "The nature  o f  m oral ph ilosophy"(1922), in P h i l o s o p h i c a l  S t u d ie s ,  31 0 -3 9 ,3 31 -2

46 M oore, "The conception o f  in tr in s ic  value", 272.

47 M oore, "Preface" (1922 ), in P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a .
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a th ing , y ou ’re alw ays describ ing  it  to a ce r ta in  e x te n t”48. Thus, it  appears th a t 

n o n -n a tu ra l in tr in s ic  p ro p ert ies  are in  re la tion  to th e  set o f  p ro p ert ies  p o s 

sessed by  one th in g  a lbe it n o t b e ing  one o f  its co nstitu en t p arts , b u t th ey  are 

n e ith e r a rb itra ri ly  su p e rim p o sed  to  th e  c o m p o n en t pa rts  o f  the  th in g  itse lf n o r  

reduc ib le  to  th em . In  th e  language o f  late tw en tie th -cen tu ry  n eo -In tu it io n ism , 

i t  seem s th a t va lue p ro p ert ies  are “su p erven ing ”.

9 . The  am b ig u it ie s o f  In t u it io n ism

The n o t io n  o f  g ood  m ay  be certa in ly  defined  in  a deno ta tive  sense, th a t is, i t  is 

possib le to  ind ica te  w h a t th e  g ood  th in g s are, and  in d eed  th is  is p rec isely  the  

task  o f  eth ics. The m ean in g  o f  th e  te rm  “g ood ”, however, is the  sub ject m atte r 

o f  in tu it io n , th a t is, i t  c an n o t be  estab lished by  analyz ing  th e  te rm  in to  p a rts  

o r reduc ing  it  to  o th e r term s. In  th is  sense, and  on ly  in  th is , M oore  professes 

to  be  an  “In tu it io n is t”. H e w rites: “w h en  I call such  p ro p o sit io n s  ‘In tu itions,’ I 

m ean  m ere ly  to  assert th a t th ey  are incapab le  o f  proo f; I im p ly  n o th in g  w h atev 

er as to  the  m an n e r  o r o r ig in  o f  o u r cog n itio n  o f them . Still less do  I im p ly  (as 

m o st In tu itio n is ts  have done) th a t any  p ro p o sit io n  w hatever is tru e , because 

we cogn ise it in  a p a rt icu la r  w ay o r by  the  exercise o f  any  p a rt icu la r  faculty : I 

ho ld , on  the  con trary , th a t in  every  w ay in  w h ich  it  is possib le to  cogn ise a tru e  

p ro p o sit io n , it  is a lso possib le to  cogn ise a false one.”49

H e adds th a t he is n o t “an  ‘In tu itio n is t’, in  th e  ord in a ry  sense o f th e  te rm ”50, 

b u t recogn izes th a t e th ica l p ro p o sit io n s  o f  h is  ow n f i r s t  class, nam ely  those 

re la ting  to  th e  d e fin ition  o f th e  p red icate  “g ood ”, “are incapab le  o f p ro o f  or 

d isp ro o f  “, w h ich  does n o t app ly  to  p ro p o sit io n s  o f th e  second  class, those  th a t 

estab lish  w h a t th in g s are good . H e adds th a t he has “som etim es fo llow ed Sidg- 

w ick ’s usage in  calling  th em  ‘In tu itio n s ’ ”, b u t he also p o in ts  out: “w h en  I call 

such  p ro p o sit io n s  ‘In tu itio n s ’, I m ean  m ere ly  to  assert th a t  th ey  are incapab le 

o f  p ro o f ”51.1 w ou ld  dare to  say th a t th is  is sim p ly w rong , because S idgw ick h ad  

recogn ized  the  ex istence o f  “in tu itio n s” ab o u t w h ich  ac tions are r igh t, th a t  is, 

the  th ree  p rinc ip les o f  p ru d en ce , ju stice  and  benevo lence, w h ich  are p rinc ip les 

o f  no rm ative  eth ics, n o t m eta -e th ics, an d  M oore is w rong  in  n o t recogn iz ing  

th a t these are p rec isely  p ro p o sit io n s  be long ing  to  h is ow n  second  class. For the  

fac t o f  ad m itt in g  th e  va lid ity  o f  these  p rinc ip les, S idgw ick w as actually, n o  less 

th a n  W hew ell, an  in tu ition is t. This w as no  less t rue  even if  w en t on  c o n d e m n 

ing  in tu it io n ism  in  genera l an d  W hew ell’s ph ilo sophy  in  particu la r, she ltering  

h im se lf  b e h in d  the  a d  hoc d is t in c tio n  be tw een  a “ph ilosoph ica l” in tu itio n ism,

48 M oore, "A Reply to  m y Critics", 591.

49 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  "Preface".

50 Ibid.

51 Ibid.
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nam ely  h is ow n, an d  a “dogm atic ” one, nam ely  the  one p ro fessed  by  p rev ious 

in tu ition is ts , w h a t am o u n ts  to  co n d o n in g  sin  w h ile  f irm ly  co n d em n in g  the  

s in n e r52. Sidgw ick, th an k s  to  h is ad hoc d is tin c tio n , c la im s instead  a sta tus d if

feren t f ro m  th a t o f  d ogm atic  in tu itio n s  fo r h is  ow n hed o n is tic  assum p tions on  

the  n a tu re  o f  goodness, an d  M oore  critic izes Sidgw ick on  p o in ts  at w h ich  he 

h ad  n o t rea lly  u n d e rs to o d  w h a t S idgw ick h ad  said. Moore  w rites th a t “S idg

w ick  h im se lf  seem s never to  have b een  c learly  aw are o f  th e  im m ense  im p o r

tance o f  th e  d ifference w h ich  d istingu ishes h is In tu it io n ism  fro m  the  co m m o n  

d o c tr in e , w h ich  has genera lly  b een  called  by  th a t nam e. The In tu it io n is t p ro p er 

is d is tingu ished  by  m a in ta in in g  th a t p ro p o sit io n s  of  m y  second  class -  p ro p 

ositions w h ich  assert th a t  a ce rta in  ac tion  is r ig ht o r a d u ty  -  are incapab le  

o f  p ro o f  o r d isp ro o f  by  any e n q u iry  in to  the  resu lts  o f  such  actions. I, on  the  

con trary , am  n o  less anx ious to  m a in ta in  th a t p ro p osit io n s  o f  th is  k in d  are n o t 

‘In tu itions,’ th a n  to  m a in ta in  th a t p ro p o sit io n s  o f m y  first class are In tu itions.”53

M oore is ac tua lly  u n k n o w in g ly  rep ea tin g  an idea  deriv ing  f ro m  d ifferen t in 

tu it ion is ts , R alph  C u d w o rth , R ichard  P rice, W illiam W hew ell, an d  repea ted  

by  Sidgw ick h im self. A ccord ing  to  th em , fu n d am en ta l n o tio n s  o f  e th ics are so 

basic  th a t th ey  shou ld  be  tak en  as a s ta rtin g  p o in t an d  n o t m ad e  the  sub ject o f 

any  d e fin ition54. A ll o f these au tho rs, how ever, used  to  take as a fu n d am en ta l 

idea  the  id ea  o f  o u g h t o r d u ty , and  to  assum e th a t th e  idea  o f  r ig h t w a s as o r ig i

na l as th a t o f  g o o d, an d  th e n  w an ted  to  affirm  the  equ ivalence o f  these  ideas or 

th e ir  rec ip roca l im p lication . This is w h a t P rice and  W hew ell h a d  m ad e  before 

Sidgw ick, a lth o u g h  M oore  certa in ly  h ad  never h ea rd  o f  th em . C o n s id e r the  

fo llow ing c la im  by  Price:

o u r ideas o f r ig h t an d  w ro n g  are sim ple ideas, an d  m u st there fo re  be  ascribed  

to  som e pow er o f  im m ed ia te  p e rcep tio n  in  th e  h u m an  m in d . H e th a t doub ts 

th is, n eed  on ly  t ry  to  give defin itions o f  th em , w hich  shall am o u n t to  m ore  

th a n  synonym ous expressions [ ...]  There are, undoubted ly , som e ac tions th a t 

are u ltim ate ly  approved , and  for ju stify ing  w h ich  no  reason  can  be assigned, 

as th e re  are som e ends, w h ich  are u ltim ate ly  desired , an d  for chusing  w h ich  

n o  reason  can be given. W ere n o t th is  true ; th ere  wou ld  be an in fin ite  p ro g res

s ion  o f  reasons and  ends, an d  there fo re  n o th in g  could  be a t all approved  or 

des ired55.

52 Cremaschi, "Like  Boys Pursue th e  Rainbow. W hewell's In depen dent M o ra lity  vs. Sidgw ick's D ogm atic In tu ition ism ", in 

Placido Bucolo, Roger Crisp, and Bart Schultz, eds., P r o c e e d in g s  o f  t h e  S e c o n d  W o r l d  C o n g r e s s  o n  H e n r y  

S id g w ic k .  E t h ic s ,  P s y c h ic s ,  P o l i t i c s  (Catania: c u e c m , 2011), 146-235.

53 M oore, P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a ,  Preface.

54 On classical ethica l in tu itio n is m  see Cremaschi, L 'e t ic a  m o d e r n a .  D a l l a  R i f o r m a  a  N ie t z s c h e  (Rome: Carocci, 

2007), chs. 6 ,1 4 , and 16.

55 Richard Price, A  R e v ie w  o f  t h e  P r i n c i p a l  Q u e s t i o n s  in  M o r a l s  (1758), ed ited by David Daiches Raphael 

(Oxford: C larendon, 1948), ch. 1, sect. iii.
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A nd  consider th e n  th e  c la im  by  W hew ell:

The w ords w h ich  express w h a t is m o ra lly  r igh t, and  th e  re la ted  ideas, can n o t 

be rep laced  by  any  d ifferen t set o f  term s. R ight, duty, w h a t we o u g h t to  do  [...] 

are as un tran s la tab le  in to  the  language w h ich  con tem p la tes u til ity  a lone, as the  

nam e o f  co lou rs are incapab le  o f  be ing  expressed by those  d en o tin g  the  p ro p 

erties o f  space [... ] th e  m o st d istinctive  is th e  w o rd  ough t, w h ich  appears to  be 

the  s im p lest and  m o st un iversa l exp ression  o f  the  mo ra l sense.56

They so u n d  fam iliar, d on ’t  they? A nd  th e  reference to  nam es o f co lours m ay  be 

s tr ik ing  fo r any o f  M oore ’s readers. There is en o u gh  to  suggest th e  irreveren t 

m using  th a t som e fo u n d ers  o f  schoo ls have b een  p ro mo ted  to  th e ir  ro le desp ite 

hav ing  rep ea ted  o th e r peop le ’s ideas or, m o re  honestly , hav ing  w asted  tim e  in  

m ak in g  d iscoveries th a t h ad  a lready  b een  m ade. In  conc lusion , th ere  are re a 

sons to  th in k  th a t M oore cou ld  have a ltogether avo ided the  te rm  In tu itio n ism , 

th u s  sparing  h is successors a long  series o f m isu n de rs tan d in g s th a t are still far 

f ro m  d issolved.

10 . Th e  am b ig u it ie s o f  In t u it io n ism

H astings R ashdall (1858-1924), a m o ra l ph ilosopher, m ed ieva l h is to r ian , d i 

v ine, an d  a fellow  at N ew  College, O x ford , pub lished , fou r years after M oore ’s 

P r in c ip ia , The T h eo ry  o f  G o o d  a n d  E v i l57. H ere he  first justif ies h is e th ica l th e o 

ry  p resen ted  on  th e  basis o f  its capac ity  o f  p rov iding  a ra tio n a l reco n stru c tio n  

o f  w h a t co m m o n  sense a lready  know s. Secondly, he argues th a t the  key -idea in  

e th ics is n e ith e r definab le n o r  can  be red u ced  to  Moore ’s p red icate  “g ood ”, b u t 

m ay  be expressed in  te rm s o f  “r ig h t” and  “d u ty ” as well. Third ly, th a t th e  d is 

covery  o f  such  u nde finab il ity  has a long  h is to ry  s ta rtin g  w ith  P lato  an d  rea c h 

ing  R alph  C udw orth . Fourth ly , th a t the  c rite r io n  on w h ich  ac tions shou ld  be 

ju d g ed  is n o t a set o f  se lf-ev iden t ru les o f ac tion, b u t ra th e r  th e ir  ten d en cy  to  

p ro d u ce  th e  g reatest am o u n t o f good , o r overall se lf-fu lfilm ent, fo r h u m a n  b e 

ings58. Finally , it p roposes a th ird  w ay  be tw een  u til ita r ian ism  and  in tu itio n ism , 

stressing  -  m o re  th a n  M oore  h a d  done  -  th e  im p o rtance  o f  S idgw ick’s legacy, 

and  p resen tin g  h is ow n  d o c tr in e  as a v in d ica tio n  o f ideas f ro m  g reat p h i lo so 

p h ers o f  th e  past.

Let us exam ine th e  first o f  these elem ents. In  o rd er to  defend  h is ow n the-

56 W illia m  W he w ell, "Preface to  Mackintosh", in James M ackin tosh, D i s s e r t a t i o n  o n  t h e  P r o g r e s s  o f  E t h i c a l  P h i 

l o s o p h y ,  c h i e f l y  d u r i n g  t h e  S e v e n t e e n t h  a n d  E i g h t e e n t h  C e n t u r ie s  (1830; Bristol: Thoemmes, 1991), 

xxv i, em phasis added.

57 See Hastings Rashdall, T h e  T h e o r y  o f  G o o d  a n d  E v i l ,  2 vols. (1907; London: Oxford Un iversity  Press, 1924).

58 O the r publica tions  on ethics are . E t h i c s  (London: Jack, 1913); Is  C o n s c ie n c e  a n  E m o t i o n 1 (Boston, m a s s : H ou s 

ton M ifflin , 1914).
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ory, in  fact, he  appeals n o t on ly  to  ev idence, b u t a lso to  its consistency  w ith  

co m m o n  sense59. For exam ple, he  justif ies th e  ro le o f  a n u m b er o f v ir tues less 

obv iously  acceptab le to  u til ita rians, such  as h u m anen ess tow ards h u m an s and  

an im als even w h en  it  is pu sh ed  to  th e  p o in t w here  it  becom es d o u b tfu l w h e th 

er it  y ields a su rp lus o f  p leasure or happ iness, o r o th e r v irtues such  as those 

invo lv ing  exercise o f  h ig h er in te llec tua l an d  aesthe tic  facu lties o r ab ility  to  

con tro l low er im pu lses60. In  these  cases, we shou ld recogn ize th a t exercise o f 

these v irtu es has a value in  itself, besides th a t of  th e ir  consequences, an d  also 

“th a t we m u st take in to  co n s id e ra tio n  th e  actua l psycho log ical constitu tions o f 

h u m an  na tu re , and  the  im possib ility  o f m od ify ing  it exactly  in  the  w ay an d  to  

the  ex ten t to  w h ich  we p lease”61.

The young  M oore h ad  ado p ted  a n o t to o  n ew  stra tegy  by  dec laring  th a t all h is 

p redecessors, excep tion  be ing  m ad e  for Sidgw ick, h ad  m ad e  one an d  the  sam e 

erro r, th u s  exposing  h im se lf  to  th e  G u a rd ia n rev iew er’s sarcasm . R ashdall, a 

few  years o lder an d  w ith  a r ich e r b ack g ro u n d  o f  ph ilo soph ica l read ings, adop ts 

an  opposite  s tra tegy  -  a less co m m o n  one b u t n o t tota lly  u n k n o w n , th e  sam e 

th a t h ad  b een  ado p ted  b y  John  S tuart M ill w h en  he had  “d iscovered” Socrates 

and  Jesus as the  first u til ita r ian s  -  consisting  in dec laring  th a t h is  th e o ry  is 

n o th in g  m o re  th a n  a m o re  r igo rous vers ion  o f  anc ient and  in fluen tia l t ra d it io n  

o f  th o u g h t,

the  concep tion  o f  P lato  and  A risto tle , th o u g h  in  them  th ere  is alw ays a 

ten d en cy  to  m ake m o ra lity  consist in  the  in d iv id u a l’s ow n w ell-being , 

u n h ed o n is tica lly  u n d e rs to o d , strong ly  as it w as asserted , especially  by  

P lato , th a t th e  in d iv id u a l’s ow n g ood  w as essentia lly  b o u n d  up  w ith  th a t 

o f  th e  society. It w as the  v iew  o f th e  o lder E ng lish  M oralists, in  w hom  

P la ton ic  an d  A risto te lian  trad it io n s  w ere un iversa lized  by  C h r is tian ity  -  

the  v iew s o f  C u m b erlan d , o f  th e  C am bridge P laton ists, an d  (su b stan tia l

ly) o f  C larke. It w as equally  the  v iew  o f  the  M ora l Sense schoo l [ ...]  for 

H u tcheson , th e  au th o r o f th e  fam ous “g rea test happ iness o f th e  g reater 

n u m b e r” fo rm u la , recogn ized  th e  su p erio r  “d ign ity ” o f  som e p leasures 

and  som e p e rso n s62.

The trea ty  inc ludes tw o extensive d iscussions o f  Intu it io n ism  and  U ti l i ta r ian 

ism  th a t help  in  p u ttin g  th e  so lu tion  p ro p o sed  in  a con tex t such  as to  h igh ligh t 

its charac te r o f  syn thesis o r th ird  w ay  be tw een  tw o schoo ls. In  co m p ariso n  to

59 A nth ony Skelton, "Ideal U tilita rian ism : Rashdall and Moore", in U n d e r i v a t i v e  D u t y :  B r i t i s h  M o r a l  P h i l o s o 

p h e r s  f r o m  S i d g w i c k  t o  E w in g ,  ed ited by Thomas Hurka, (Oxford: Oxford Univers ity Press, 2011), 45-65.

60 Rashdall, T h e  T h e o r y  o f  G o o d  a n d  E v i l ,  vol. 1 ,1 89 -20 4 .

61 Ibid., 189.

62 Ibid., 216.
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M oore ’s to ta l lack o f c larity  ab o u t In tu itio n ism , Rashda ll’s extensive d iscussion  

is com m endab le . It shou ld  be n o ted  how ever th a t, even th o u g h  R ashdall ac 

know ledges th a t c ritics o f  in tu it io n ism  have m o st of  the  tim e  b u ilt fo r th em  “a 

m an  o f  straw  set up  to  be k n o cked  d ow n  again”63, he believes th a t B u tler and  

R eid are ra th e r  close to  the  p o s it io n  tak en  as a targ e t by  critics. It is n o t en tire ly  

clear, how ever, w h e th e r R ashdall h im se lf  is co m m itted  to  really  d iscussing  the  

m o st p lausib le versions o f  th is  theory . O n  the  one h and , he ad m its  th a t Price 

is th e  au th o r less easy to  attack , and  in d eed  ad m its  th a t th e  la tte r ’s R e v ie w is 

“th e  b est w o rk  pub lished  on  E th ics till qu ite  recent tim es. It con ta ins the  gist 

o f  the  K an tian  d o c tr in e  w ith o u t K ant’s con fusions”64. O n  th e  o ther, yet, after 

th is  acknow ledgem en t, he exem pts h im se lf  f ro m  th e  task  o f  c ritic iz ing  Price by  

dec la ring  th a t “the  w r ite r ’s adm issions are so am ple th a t he  ends by  v irtua lly  

reso lv ing  all du ties in to  B enevo lence, u n d e rs to o d  in  n o n -h ed o n is tic  sense, and  

Justice”65, and  th e n  -  R ashdall seem s im p lic itly  to conc lude -  he does reach  

r ig h t conc lusions, ones s im ilar to  m ine , th a t is, he  is n o t an  in tu it io n is t w ho  

says the  r ig h t th in g s n o tw ith s tan d in g  th e  fact o f be ing  such, b u t in stead  he 

is n o t a rea l in tu it io n is t (as far as m y  ow n defin ition  of  an  in tu it io n is t is th a t 

o f  a m o ra l p h ilo so p h er w ho  reaches th e  w rong  conc lusion  th a t th e re  are ab 

so lu te ru les regard less o f consequences). F rom  th e  task  o f  c ritic iz ing  an o th e r 

in tu it io n is t c lose to  P rice, nam ely  W hew ell, R ashdall exem pts h im se lf  by  s im 

p ly  p rov ing  to  be  ig n o ran t o f  h is  ex istence. As a resu lt, those  w h o m  R ashdall 

chooses as c ritica l targe ts are n o t ra tio n a lis t P rice an d  W hew ell, b u t ra th e r 

advocates o f  co m m o n  sense, T hom as R eid first am ong  th em . M oreover -  as 

a lready  n o ted  -  h is  de fin ition  o f  in tu it io n ism  is “the  th e o ry  th a t ac tions are 

p ro n o u n ce d  r ig h t or w rong  a p r io r i  w ith o u t reference to  th e ir  consequences”66. 

O n  th e  basis o f  such  a defin ition , p rov ing  it to  be a fau lty  th eo ry  becom es a 

ra th e r  easy task , in d eed  a tauto logy. R ashdall in  fact argues th a t it  y ields vague 

resu lts  an d  con flic ts am ong  du ties, and  th a t, desp ite the  exp lic it re jec tion  o f 

consequen tia lism , it has recou rse  to  consequences in  o rd er to  settle d o ub tfu l 

cases o r m o ra l d ilem m as, and  also th a t we have to  cons ider consequences in  

every  case in  o rd er to  k n o w  w h e th e r we shou ld  app ly a ru le  o r n o t, an d  thus, 

“after all som e reference to  consequences is rea lly in c lu d ed  in  every  m ora le  

ru le . Indeed , you  c an n o t rea lly  d is tingu ish  an  act f ro m  its p resen t o r fo resee

able consequences”67. R ashdall believes th a t the  P r in c ip ia  are a “str ik in g  ex

p ression  o f  th e  sam e v iew  o f E th ics”68, b u t th a t the re  are, yet, tw o  ob jec tions to

63 Rashdall, 80 fn  1.

64  Ibid.

65 Ibid.

66 Ibid., 80.

67 Ibid., 87.

68 Ibid., 217 fn  2
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ra ise against M oore, nam ely  th a t he is m is tak en  in  be liev ing  th a t h is  “d iscov 

e ry ” is an  abso lu te nove lty  and  in  overlook ing  th e  basic  co n n ec tio n  be tw een  

the  good , the  r igh t, and  th e  n o t io n  o f  ought.

As m en tio n ed  above, acco rd ing  to  R ashdall, th e  d iscovery  o f  th e  na tu ra lis tic  

fallacy, or th e  d iscovery  th a t th e  p red icate  g ood  is indefinab le, is n o t a rev o lu 

t io n a ry  d iscovery, b u t is in stead  a d o c tr in e  as o ld as ph ilosophy  itself, e n u n 

ciated  first by  P lato  an d  th e n  by  o th er au th o rs (w ho ten d  to  co inc ide w ith  the  

dep recated  in tu ition is ts). H e w rites: “To say n o th in g  o f  w rite rs  w ho  (like M r. 

M oore an d  m yself) lea rn ed  the  d o c tr in e  largely  f ro m Sidgw ick, I shou ld  c o n 

ten d  th a t it w as tau g h t w ith  sufficient d is tin c tness by  P lato  (w hatever m ay  be 

th o u g h t o f  h is  fu r th e r  a ttem p t to  show  th a t on ly  the  good  has rea l ex istence), 

A risto tle  and  a h o s t o f  m o d e rn  w rite rs  w ho  have stud ies in  th e ir  schoo l -  by  no  

one m o re  em phatica lly  th a n  by  C udw orth .”69

Besides, even i f  M oore “has done  well to  em phasize in  a v e ry  s tr ik ing  m an n e r 

th a t good  is indefinab le  ”70, in  th is  co n n ec tio n  a c ritic ism  is th a t he “ignores 

the  o th e r w ays in  w h ich  the  sam e n o tio n  m ay  be expressed, and  in  p a rticu la r  

the  corre lative n o t io n  o f  r ig h t’ o r oug h t’. H e is so possessed  w ith  th is  idea  th a t 

the  g o o d ’ is indefinab le  th a t he  w ill n o t even troub le  to  exp o u n d  an d  il lu s

tra te  it in  such  ways as are possib le in  th e  case of u ltim a te  ideas.”71 R ashdall 

conc ludes th a t th e  idea  o f  g ood  o r va lue is “log ically  the  p r im a ry  concep tion , 

th o u g h  psycho log ically  the  idea o f  r ig h t’ m ay  o ften in  m o d e rn  m en  be m o re  

exp lic itly  developed. T hat ac tio n  is r ig h t w h ich  ten d s to  b r in g  ab o u t th e  good. 

There is n o  a ttem p t here  to  get r id  o f  the  u ltim ately  unanalyzab le  “oug h t”. The 

good  is th a t w h ich  oug h t’ to  be.”72

I have a lready  suggested th a t R ashdall g ran ts  in tu it io n ism  as m u ch  as he  d e 

nies. The m a in  concession  is th a t o f  th e  in tu itive  n a tu re  o f  ju d g m e n ts  p e r ta in 

ing  to  w h a t is in tr in s ica lly  good , o r w h a t h u m an  con d u c t shou ld  p rom o te . The 

un iversa l ju d g m e n t th a t e u d e m o n ia is in tr in s ica lly  good , an d  th a t it  shou ld  

be th e  u ltim a te  end  o f h u m an  ac tion  is an  u ltim a te  da tu m , n o t in fe rred  f ro m  

o thers. To th e  u til ita r ian  w ho  asks, fo r ex., how  to  justify  the  ju d g m e n t th a t the  

p leasures o f  know ledge are h ig h er th a n  th o se  o f  food  an d  d r in k , th e  answ er 

to  be  g iven is: “I do  as a m a tte r  o f  fac t so judge: I judge  it im m ediate ly , and , 

so far, a p r io r i; m y  reason  p ronounces: ju d g m e n ts  of  va lue are u ltim a te, and  

n o  e th ica l pos it io n , u t il ita r ian  o r o ther, can  res t on  an y th ing  b u t ju d g m en ts

69 Ibid., 135 fn 1; cf. 133-138.

70 Ibid.,

71 Ibid.,

72 Ibid., 135 fn 1.
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o f va lue”73. E u d e m o n ia i tse lf  is m ad e  up  o f  con ten ts  o f  conscience -  n o te th a t 

R ashdall alw ays adh ered  to  a k in d  o f  su b jec tiv e  idea lism  s im ilar to  th e  one 

p ro fessed  for a tim e  by  y o ung  M oore -  th a t is, o f  “feelings, vo litions, em o tions, 

th o u g h ts , activ ities, each  o f  w h ich  is in  tu rn  an  ob ject o f  m o ra l evaluation”74. 

P leasure is an e lem en t o f  e u d e m o n ia, b u t  it  p lays a p riv ileged  ro le w ith in  it, 

in d eed  th e  v irtues an d  even sacrifice h a v e  value in them selves, n o t on ly  as 

m eans, and , as a consequence, th e  goo d  f ro m  w h ich  th e  r ig h t is derived  is n o t 

p leasure o r happ iness b u t th e  h u m an  g ood  as a w hole.

The m a in  idea  o f  u t il ita r ian ism  is th a t the  good  is in d eed  w h a t th e  r ig h t derives 

from , b u t also th a t such  goo d  c an n o t be  u n d e rs to o d  in  th e  w ay  h ed o n is ts  up  to  

S idgw ick used  to  u n d e rs ta n d  it, because h ed o n ism  n ot on ly  is con flic ting  w ith  

co m m o n  sense, b u t it  a lso generates con trad ic tions. S idgw ick’s question  w ith 

ou t an  answ er, nam e ly  how  cou ld  one b  e m o tiv a ted  by  un iversa l h ed o n ism  

ra th e r  th a n  by  selfishness w ith o u t an y  w a rra n t th a t sacrifice w ill be rew a rd 

ed, arises f ro m  the  un justif ied  a ssu m p tio n  th a t p leasu re  on ly  has value, and  

th a t sacrifice c an n o t have value in  i ts e l f 5. The c rite r io n  o f  m o ra lity  is there fo re  

“th e  ten d en cy  o f  an  act to  p ro m o te  a w ell-be ing  o r £U0CM|JOVia w h ich  inc ludes 

m an y  o th er g ood  th in g s besides p leasu re, am ong  w h ich  v irtu e  is th e  greatest. 

The value o f  these e lem en ts in  h u m a n  life is d e te rmin ed  by  P ractica l R eason 

in tu itively , im m ediate ly , o r ( if  we like to  say so) a p r io r i ” 76.

O u r m o ra l ju d g m e n ts  n eed  to  be  lin ked  to g eth er and  n eed  a shared  regu lative 

idea, nam ely  an  idea l m o ra l ju d g m e n t th a t “im p lies a co n cep tio n  o f  the  idea l 

good  for soc ie ty  as a w ho le”77. The advantage o f this  co n cep tion  o f e u d e m o n ia 

com pared  to  trad it io n a l eu d em o n is t system s is th a t in  th is  v iew  b o th  acts and  

consequences are th e  ob ject o f  ju d g m en t, an d  we can no  longer ad m it “an  ab 

so lu te d is t in c tio n  be tw een  m ean s an d  ends”78.

C onsis ten t w ith  the  cho ice o f  p resen tin g  h is d o c tr in e  as a n ew  vers ion  o f  w id e 

ly shared  ideas, R ashdall dec lares he  believes tha t, after th e  con fusion  g en er

ated  by  K an tian  e th ica l fo rm a lism , a m o v em en t o f  ideas is tak in g  p lace th a t 

ten d s “to  com e b ack  to  the  v iew  o f  th e  o lder sev en teen th -cen tu ry  w rite rs, and  

to  assert th a t M ora lity  consists in  the  p ro m o tio n  of  tru e  h u m an  g o o d ”79.

A dvocates o f  th is  t re n d  are Paul Jan e t, R udo lph  H e rm a n n  Totze, F r ied r ich

73 Ibid., 78.

74 Ibid., 94.

75 Ibid., 71-2

76 Ibid., 94.

77 Ibid., 96.

78 Ibid., 96.

79 Ibid., 217.
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Pau lsen , a few  H egelians such  as John  M cT aggart80, and  E d u ard  vo n  H a r t

m a n n 81. This view, as a lready  illustra ted , “com b ines the  u til ita r ian  p r inc ip le  

th a t E th ics m u st be te leo log ical w ith  a n o n -h ed o n istic  v iew  o f  the  e th ica l end. 

A ccord ing  to  h is view , ac tions are r ig h t or w rong  acco rd ing  as th ey  ten d  to  p ro 

duce for all m an k in d  any idea l end  or good , w h ich  inc ludes, b u t is n o t l im ited  

to , p leasure”82. A  cen tra l p lace “is occup ied  by  the  th ree  ax iom s o f  P rudence , 

B enevolence, an d  E qu ity ”83, th a t is, by  the  th ree  eth ica l in tu itio n s  accep ted  by  

Sidgw ick, th ree  ju d g m en ts  on  the  r ig h t th a t R ashdall h im se lf  ad m its  as justif ied  

a p r io r i. N o te th a t th is  is one m o re  basic  e lem en t o f  dep recated  in tu ition ism . 

Ideal U ti l i ta r ian ism  w ou ld  be  a new  nam e for an  o ld w ay o f th in k in g . It w ou ld  

be, am ong  o th e r nam es available, th e  least likely  to  cause m isu n d erstan d in g s. 

O th e r  n am es cou ld  have b een  Idea list U tilita r ian ism, or Teleological E th ics, as 

opposed  to  fo rm a lis t e th ics, an d  finally  E u dem on is t E th ics, w h ich  w ou ld  have 

h ad  the  d isadvan tage o f  b e ing  perce ived  as to o  s im ilar to  U ti l i ta r ian ism 84.

R ashdall’s trea tise  m e t w ith  l im ited  success. It w as rep r in te d  once in  1924, w h ile  

the  P r in c ip ia  w ere rep r in te d  -  besides the  A m erican  ed it io n  -  seven tim es b e 

tw een  1922 and  1959. It w as n o t th e  sub ject o f  any  d iscussion  com parab le  to  

the  one o p en ed  by  M oore ’s b o o k 85. M oore  h im se lf  w rote  a fa r- fro m -en th u s i-  

astic  rev iew , even if  a few  years la ter in  E th ic s, in  h is  suggestions fo r fu r th e r  

read in g  he declared: “This b o o k  w ill, I th in k , give a fair idea  o f th e  so rt o f 

questions w h ich  are still be ing  d iscussed  at th e  p resen t day”86. There was, u n ti l  

the  Forties, a tin y  c u rre n t o f  Ideal U ti li ta r ians th a t kep t th e  aw areness o f  R ash- 

da ll’s ro le alive, b u t it g radua lly  d isappeared  as n o n -co g n itiv ism  increasing ly  

estab lished itself.

There is one q u estion  to  answ er, nam e ly  how  d id  it h ap p en  th a t th e  sam e th e 

o ry  cou ld  be  p ro p o sed  in  tw o c o n tem p o ra ry  w o rks87, one o f  w h ich  p roved  

to  be b e tte r  in fo rm ed  ab o u t p rev ious e th ica l theo ries, free f ro m  th e  dub ious 

on to log ica l im p lica tions th a t c reated  un n ecessa ry  prob lem s for the  o th e r one, 

m o re  l inear in  its fo rm u la tio n  o f  th e  thesis o f  unde finab il ity  o f  cen tra l e th i

cal n o tio n s, m o re  carefu l and  p lausib le in  its fo rmu la tio n  o f  th e  th e o ry  o f  the  

good , n o t w ith o u t difficulty , b u t ce rta in ly  less c ryp tic  th a n  the  o th er in  the

80 Ibid., 217.

81 Ibid., 217 fn 4.

82 Ibid., 184.

83 Ibid., 185.

84 Ibid., 217.

85 One exception is J.C. Riddell, "The new intuitionism o f Dr. Rashdall and Dr. Moore", P h i l o s o p h i c a l  R e v ie w ,  30, no. 

6(1921),545-565.

86 Moore, E t h ic s ,  254; cf. Moore, Review o f H. Rashdall "A Theory o f Good and Evil", H i b b e r t  J o u r n a l ,  6 (1907-1908), 

446-451.

87 See Skelton, "Ideal Utilitarianism", 65.
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fo rm u la tio n  o f  a consequen tia lis t no rm a tiv e  eth ics, and  th e n  the  fo rm er fell 

in to  ob liv ion  w h ile  the  la tte r w as beco m in g  a classic. A nsw ers are available, 

b u t p e rh ap s com ing , m o re  th a n  fro m  ph ilosophy , f ro m th e  soc io logy  o f  k n o w l

edge: one is th a t, in  th e  early  tw en tie th  cen tury , th e  fac t o f  b e ing  an  A ng lican  

p r ies t w as n o  longer o f  any  help  fo r w in n in g  po p u lar ity  am ong  B ritish  readers, 

a second  th a t a goo d  rep u ta tio n  as a theo log ian , and  there fo re  susp ic ious to  the 

secu larized  pub lic , and  m o reover as a progressive theo log ian , and  accord ing ly  

sligh tly  susp ic ious to  th e  su rv iv ing  A ng lican  pub lic , an d  also as a m ed ieval 

h is to r ian , and  th u s  p o p u la r  am ong  those  w ho  do  n o t read  ph ilosophy , cou ld  be 

a d isadvan tage ra th e r  th a n  an  asset. M oreover, ou tside  the  B loom sbury  circle, 

M oore ’s e th ics w as read  as th e  e th ics o f th e  au th o r o f  “D efence o f C o m m o n  

Sense”88, Russell’s and  W ittgenste in ’s co lleague, an d  th e  d iscoverer o f  the  n a tu 

ra listic  fallacy, be lieved  in  tu rn  to  the  final a rgu m en t su p p o rt in g  the  fact-va l- 

ues d iv is ion89. These are th e  various reasons w hy  th e  P r in c ip ia  w ere canon ized  

as th e  p a rad ig m  for ana ly tic  eth ics.

11 . Th e  b ir t h  o f  a n a ly t ic e t h ics

M oore w as canon ized , w ith  tw o  o th er C am bridge ph ilosophers, Russell and  

W ittgenste in , as one o f th e  th ree  pu ta tive  fathers o f  a c u rre n t th a t becam e the  

m a in s tream  in  th e  A ng lo -Saxon w o rld  and  tha t, f ro m  th e  F ifties onw ards, 

s ta rted  be in g  called  analy tic  ph ilosophy . As it  is alw ays the  case w h en  it com es 

to  pu ta tive  fathers, the  real s to ry  is m o re  to r tu o us  th a n  th e  one cod if ied  in  ho ly  

w ritings. The facts are th a t the  C am bridge  schoo l of  th e  Tw enties an d  T h ir

ties w on  u n iq u e  a u th o r ity  in  the  A ng lo -S axon  w orld ; th e  co rn ersto n es o f  th is 

schoo l w ere p rov ided  by  co m m o n  sense and  o rd in a ry  language; la ter on , the  

im age o f the  m a in s tream  o f A ng lo -Saxon p h ilosophy  as “ana ly tic  ph ilo so p h y ” 

becam e w ide ly  accep ted , an  im age p ro d u ced  by  assim ila ting  d ifferen t cu rren ts  

w ith  the  C am bridge  schoo l and  g enera ting  an  o p p o s itio n  to  an  alleged “c o n 

tin en ta l ph ilo so p h y ”, in  fact a s traw -m an  o r a fancy  ph ilosoph ica l m ovem en t 

m ade o f  ra th e r  in com patib le  e lem en ts90. M uch  has b een  said  ab o u t s im p lif ica

tio n s  an d  m isu n d e rs tan d in g s go ing  w ith  such  im ages o f  co n tin en ta l p h i lo so 

phy, b u t it  is as w ell to  recall w h a t w as believed to  be th e  co m m o n  g ro u n d  o f 

so -ca lled  “ana ly tic  eth ics”. U p to  1958, th is  tra d it io n  w as charac terized  m ain ly  

by  its red u c tio n  o f  e th ics to  m eta -e th ics. This de fin ition  o f  th e  fie ld o f  ph ilo -

88 Moore, "A defence o f common sense"(1925), in G .  E .  M o o r e :  S e l e c t e d  W r i t i n g s ,  edited byT. Baldwin (London: 

Routledge, 1993), 106-33.

89 Tom Regan,"A hundred years o f P r i n c i p i a  E t h ic a .  An interview w ith Tom Regan", e th ic @ .  R e v is t a  I n t e r n a c i o -  

n a l  d e  F i l o s o f i a  d a  M o r a l  2, no. 1 (2003), 3-13, particularly 3-4, http://w w w .cfh .u fsc.b r/eth ic@

90 See Cremaschi, "On Analytic and Continental Philosophy", M a n u s c r i t o .  R e v is t a  d e  f i l o s o f i a  25, no. 2 (2002), 

51-80.

http://www.cfh.ufsc.br/ethic@
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soph ica l e th ics as a fac t iden tif ies it w ith  th e  answ er to  the  first o f the  tw o q u es

t io n s  o f e th ics iden tif ied  by  M oore, an d  it  is c lear en o u g h  w hy  A ng lo -Saxon 

ph ilo so p h ers o f  th e  tim e saw  in  th e  first chap ter of  the  P r in c ip ia , o r at m o st in  

the  first four, the  “parad ig m ” o f th is  schoo l. O bv iously  enough , such  id en tif i

ca tion  appeared  all th e  m o re  justif ied  as th e  read in g  w h ich  M oore ’s fo llow ers 

have done  d id  n o t go beyond  th e  fo u rth  chapter, carefu lly  avo id ing  chap ter 

v, a chap ter th a t co n trad ic ted  th e  idea th a t th e  p hilo so p h er ’s task  ends w here 

no rm ative  e th ics sta rts , an d  even m o re  dec ided ly  the  u n readab le  C h ap te r v i  

w h ich  p resen ts  an  obscu re  on to logy  o f  values -  in d eed  a fa ir exam ple o f  w ha t 

M oore ’s fo llow ers stigm atize as “co n tin en ta l” ph ilosophy. If, in stead  o f try in g  

to  iden tify  a w o rk  as the  p a rad ig m  or exem p lar o f ana ly tic  eth ics, we w ou ld  

m o re  m o d estly  t ry  to  iden tify  sources for its c la ims and  style o f  a rgum en t, the 

n o t to o  su rp r is in g  d iscovery  w ou ld  be  th a t o f  S idgwick, W hew ell, an d  Price 

and  it w ou ld  ca rry  a co ro lla ry  th a t n o t everybody  wou ld  apprec ia te , nam ely  

the  p reva iling  ro le o f  in tu it io n ism  in  the  b ir th  o f ana ly tic  eth ics.

M oore ’s e th ics w as th u s genera lly  ado p ted  as far as th e  n a tu ra lis tic  fallacy 

w as concerned , an d  th e  latter, com b ined  w ith  th e  “Hum e’s Law”, becam e the  

a rg u m en t su p p o rt in g  n o n -cogn itiv ism , th a t is, a th eo ry  opposite  to  M oore ’s 

n o n -n a tu ra l is t  cogn itiv ism . The consequen tia lis t e lem en t in  h is  no rm ative  

e th ics w as accep ted  instead  w ith o u t m u ch  c ritic ism  b u t a lso w ith o u t to o  m u ch  

aw areness o f  its com plex ity , deriv ing  f ro m  the  cen tra l ro le g iven to  probability . 

The rest o f  M oore ’s e th ics w as n e ith e r u n d e rs to o d  no r  m ad e  the  sub jec t o f  d is 

cussion  because n o  one really  agreed w ith  h is v iew s b u t a lso n o  one w an ted  to  

speak  ill o f  a F ound ing  Father.

A n o th e r m isu n d e rs tan d in g  b eq u ea th ed  by  th e  recep tion  o f M oore ’s eth ics 

w as an  am b igu ity  in  the  im age o f  in tu it io n ism  th a t has b een  p e rp e tu a ted  u n ti l  

recently . It is a typ ica l case in  w h ich  an  e rro n eo us h isto rica l reco n s tru c tio n  

has p ro d u ced  th eo re tica l p seudo -p rob lem s. Jerom e S chneew ind  w rites tha t, 

w h en  he w as a s tu d en t at P r in ce to n , he asked one o f h is teachers to  help  h im  

u n d e rs ta n d  S idgw ick’s sta tem en t th a t he  w an ted  to  “reconc ile  th e  u til ita r ians 

and  the  in tu itio n is ts ”, an d  in  p a rt icu la r  w ho  th e  in tu itio n is ts  S idgw ick h ad  in  

m in d  w ere, an d  go t the  n o t rea lly  satis fac to ry  answer th a t the  in tu itio n is ts  w ere 

obv iously  “M oore and  P r ich a rd ”91. This w as one the  side-effects o f  the  sen tence 

to  the  pen a lty  o f  ob liv ion  p ro n o u n ced  against th e  in tu itio n is ts  by  S idgw ick 

w h en  he inven ted  for h is ow n po lem ica l p u rp o ses th e ca tegory  o f  “dogm atic  

in tu itio n ism ”92, b u t a lso o f  M oore ’s use o f  th e  te rm  w ith o u t know ledge o f w ha t

91 Schneewind, "Sixty years o f philosophy in a life", P r o c e e d in g s  &  A d d r e s s e s  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  P h i l o s o p h i 

c a l  A s s o c i a t i o n  83, no. 2 (2009), 79-95,84.

92 Cremaschi, "Nothing to invite or to reward a separate examination. Sidgwick and Whewell".
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he w as ta lk in g  abou t. The consequence w as th a t fo r ab o u t one cen tu ry  A n- 

g lo -Saxon ph ilo so p h ers w en t on  exorc ising  a m ysterious d o c tr in e  th a t n o b o d y  

knew . A lan  D onagan  w rites: “Such w as S idgw ick’s a u th o r ity  am ong  p h ilo so 

ph ers inc lined  tow ards in tu it io n ism  th a t th ey  received h is c ritic ism  o f  the  o ld  

in tu it io n is t p o s it io n  as decisive. A n d  so, in stead  o f  try in g  to  v ind ica te  a v iew  

th ey  th o u g h t exp loded , th ey  set o u t to  c o n s tru c t a new  in tu it io n ism  th a t w ou ld  

satisfy  Sidgw ick’s cond itions.” 93

A  th ird  lasting  effect o f  th e  recep tio n  o f  M oore ’s e th ics w as the  p ro  tem p o re c lo 

sure o f  th e  d iscussion  on  hedon ism . C ritic ism , in  fac t by  W illiam  W hew ell and  

F rancis Bradley, to  th e  em p ir ic is t th e o ry  o f  p leasure as percep tib le  and  m ea 

surab le en tity  en joyed a w ide c ircu la tion  th an k s  to the  P r in c ip ia  and  changed  

the  agenda o f  d iscussion  on  u til ita r ian ism . A  w e ll-know n  essay by  Roy H a rro d  

f ro m  the  T h irties p roposes prec isely  a re fo rm u la tion  o f  u t il ita r ian ism  w h ich , 

am ong  o th e r th ings, p roposes to  ab an d o n  a ttr ib u tio n o f  the  p red icate  “g o o d ” 

to  ends, reserv ing  it  to  m ean s94. It is n o t a M o o rean  pos it io n , in d eed  it  seem s 

insp ired  by  ru th less  W ittgenste in ian  c ritic ism  to  Moore, b u t th e  effect resu lt

ing  is a ligned  w ith  M o o rean  an ti-h ed o n ism .

The fo u rth  effect w as th a t o f  tran sm itt in g  to  fu tu re  genera tions the  id ea  th a t 

consequen tia lism  is the  on ly  possib le w ay  o f  reaso nin g  in  eth ics, m ak ing  

th em  fo rget n o t on ly  in tu it io n is t c ritic ism  o f  consequen tia lism , p a rticu la rly  

W hew ell’s, b u t even S idgw ick’s a rg u m en t on  the  lim its  o f consequen tia lism  

acco rd ing  to  w h ich  consequen tia lism  to o  needs to  s ta r t w ith  a no rm ative  p r in 

ciple accep ted  fo r in tu it io n is t reasons.

By w ay  o f  conc lusion , i f  I m ay  m odify , o r ra th e r  m aim , a fam ous sen tence by  

K eynes, M oore  s to o d  “w ith  one foo t in  th e  tw en tie th cen tury , b u t w ith  tw o or 

th ree  in  the  n in e teen th ”, th a t is, h is  fo rm u la tio n  o f  the  na tu ra lis tic  fallacy a rg u 

m en t op en ed  the  d iscussion  o f  one o f  th e  m a in  top ics o f analy tic  eth ics, b u t by  

h is c ritic ism  o f  in tu itio n ism , hed o n ism , evo lu tion ism , and  “m etaphysics” and  

h is rescue o f  th e  quasi-H egelian  n o t io n  o f  “o rgan ic u n ity ” w as fu lly  im m ersed  

in  n in e te en th -ce n tu ry  d iscourse. A  d iscussion  o f  M oore ’s claim s, w h ich  for 

a lm ost one cen tu ry  n o  one rea lly  u n d e rs to o d , can  p erh ap s s ta r t ju s t now , w ith  

a p ro p e r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  the  te rm s in  w h ich  the  questions he  w as ask ing  

w ere be ing  fo rm u la ted , an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t has b een  m ad e  possib le at last 

by  som e recen t h igh ly  va luab le seco n d ary  litera tu re.

93 Alan Donagan, T h e  T h e o r y  o f  M o r a l i t y  (Chicago, i l l : Universityof Chicago Pres, 1977), 21.

94 Roy Forbes Harrod, "Utilitarianism revised", M i n d  45, no. 1 (1936), 137-56.
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