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sanity s an end andtself unless every one
scavours also, so far as in him lies, to further the
o~ of others. For the ends ot a subject who is an
S himself must, if this conceeption is to have its

ctfect in me, be also, as far as possible, my ends.

sadnotes

~maxim is the subjective principle of a volition: an
~ecuive principle (that is, one which would also senve
~ectively as a practical principle for all rational beings it
«on had full control over the taculty of desire) is a prac-
3N
coeword tprudence’ (Klugheir) is used na double
i one sense it can have the name ot ‘worldly wis-
o Weltkluabein): in a second sense that of *personal
~dom® ( Privarklugheir). The first is the skill of a man in
“uaencing others in order to use them tor his own ends.
oosecond s sagacity in combining all these ends to his
1 lasting advantage. The latter is properly thar to which
value of the tormer can ieselt be traceds and of him
o is prudent in the first sense, but not in the second, we
st better say that he is clever and astute, but on the
ole imprudent.

It seems to me that the proper meaning of the word
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aguirtze” can be detined most accurarely in this way. For
ose Saaetions are called Pragmatic which, properly speak-
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Right of States, but from forethonnhr in regard to the gen-
eral weltare. A history is written pragmaticallv when it
teaches pridence—thacis, when it instrucrs the world of
today how to provide tor its own advantage berter than, or
at least as well as, the world of other times.

+ A maxim is a subjective principle of action and must be
distinguished trom an ofjective principle—namely, a practi-
aal law. The tormer contains a practical rule determined by
reason in accordance with rhe conditons ot the subject
(often his ignorance or again his inclination): it is thus a
principle on which the subject acts. A law, on the other
hand, is an objective principle valid for every rational
being; and it is a principle on which he onght ro ge—that
IS, an iMmpceragve.
3 It should be noted that T reserve my division of duties
entirely tor a furure Meraplisic of Morals and that my pres-
ent division is theretore put torward as arbitrary (merely
tor the purpose ot arranging my examples). Further, [
understand here by a perfect dunv one which allows no
exeeption in the interests of inclination, and so I recognize
among, perfect dutics, not only outer ones, but also inner.
This is contrary to the aceepred usage of the schools, but I
do not intend to justify it here, since for my purpose it is
all one whether this point is conceded or not.
© To behold virtue n her proper shape is nothing other
than to show morality stripped of all admixture with the
sensuous and ot all the spurious adornments of reward or
selt-love. How much she then casts into the shade all ¢lse
that appears attractive to the inclinations can be readily
perceived by every man it he will exert his reason in the
slightest—yprovided he has not entirely ruined it tor all

abstractions.

V1.2 What Makes Right Acts Right?

W. D. Ross

Sir William David Ross (1877-1971) was provost of Oricl College, Oxtord
University. His book, The Right and the Good (1930), is a classic treatise in defense
of the theory ot ethical intuitionism. In this selection from that work, Ross argues
against utilitarianism, that optimal consequences have nothing to do with moral

rightness or wrongness. We have intuitive knowledge of rightness and wrongness in

terms of action-guiding principles, such as to keep promises made, to promote jus-
tice, 1o show gratitude for benefits rendered, and to refrain from harming others.
Unlike Kant, however, Ross argues that these principles are not absolutes, that is,
duties that must never be overridden. On the contrary, putative moral duties may be
overridden by more binding moral duties. Moral principles are prima facie duties.
That is, while their intrinsic value is not dependent on circumstances, their applica-
tion is. Thev can be overridden by other prima facie dutics. So, for example, our
prima facie duty to tell the truth will be overridden by another prima facie duty to

save innocent life in a sicuation in which a gangster asks us where his intended victim
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is hiding. Essentially, these principles are the outcome of generations of reflection,
and their holistic schema has been internalized within us, so that ultimately the

“decision lies in the perception.”

. A ... theory has been put forward by Professor
Moore: that what makes actions right is that they
are productive of more good than could have been
produced by anv other action open to the agent.

This theory is in fact the culmination of all
the attempts to base rightness on productivity of
some sort of result. The first form this attempt
takes is the attempt to base rightness on con-
duciveness to the advantage or pleasure of the
agent. This theory comes to griet over the fact,
which stares us in the face, that a great part of
duty consists in an observance of the rights and a
furtherance of the interests of others, whatever
the cost to ourselves may be. Plato and others
mayv be right in holding that a regard for the
rights ot others never in the long run involves a
loss of happiness for the agent, that ‘the just life
profits a man.” Bur this, cven if true, is irrelevant
to the rightness of the act. As soon as a man docs
an action because he thinks he will promote his
own interests thereby, he is acting not from a
sense of its rightness but from self-interest.

To the egoistic theory hedonistic utilitarianism
supplics a much-needed amendment. It points out
correctly that the fact that a certain pleasure will be
enjoved by the agent is no reason why he oughr to
bring it into being, rather than an equal or greater
pleasure to be enjoved by another, though, human
nature being what it is, 1t makes it not unhikely that
he will try to bring it into bemng. But hedonistic util-
itarianism in its turn needs a correction. On reflec-
tion it scems clear that pleasure is not the only thing
in life that we think good in itself, that for instance
we think the possession of a good character, or an
intelligent understanding of the world, as good or
betrer. A grear advance i1s made by the substitution
of ‘productive of the greatest good” for ‘productive
of the greatest pleasure.”

Not only is this theory more attractive than
hedonistic utilitarianism, but its logical refation to
that theory is such that the latter could not be true
unless ¢ were true, while it might be true though
hedonistic utilitarianism were not. It is in fact one

From The Right and the Good (Oxtord University Press, 1930).
Reprinted by permission of Oxtord University Press.

of the logical bases of hedonistic utilitarianism. For
the view that what produces the maximum plea-
sure is right has for its bases the views (1) that
what produces the maximum good is right, and
(2) that pleasure is the only thing good in itself. If
they were not assuming that what produces the
maximum good is right, the utilitarians” attempt to
show that pleasure is the only thing good in itself,
which is in fact the point they take most pains to
establish, would have been quite irrelevant to their
attempt to prove that only what produces the
maximum pleasure is right. If] therctore, it can be
shown that productivity of the maximum good is
not what makes all right actions right, we shall 2

fortiors have refuted hedonistic utilitarianism.

When a plain man fulfils a promise because he
thinks he ought to do so, it scems clear that he
does so with no thought of its total consequences,
still less with any opinion that thesce are likely to be
the best possible. He thinks in fact much more of
the past than ot the future. What makes him think
it right to actin a certain way is the tact that he has
promised to do so—that and, usually, nothing
more. That his act will produce the best possible
conscquences is not his reason for calling it right.
What lends colour to the theory we are examining,
then, is not the actions (which form probably a
great majority of our actions) in which some such
reflection as ‘1 have promised’ is the only reason
we give oursclves for thinking a certain action
right, but the exceptional cases in which the con-
scquences of fulfilling a promise (for instance)
would be so disastrous to others that we judge it
right not to do so. It must of course be admitted
that such cases exist. It 1 have promised to meet a
friend at a particular time tor some trivial purpose,
1 should certainly think mysclf justified in breaking
my engagement if by doing so [ could prevent a
serious accident or bring reliet to the victims of
one. And the supporters of the view we are exam-
ining hold that my thinking so is duc to my think-
ing that T shall bring more good into existence by
the one action than by the other. A ditferent
account may, however, be given of the matter, an
account which will, 1 believe, show itself to be the
true one. It may be said that besides the duty of
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tulfilling promises I have and recognize a duty of
relieving distress,! and thar when T chink it right to
do the latter at the cost of not doing the former, it
is not because I think T shall produce more good
thereby but because T chink it the duty which is in
the circumistances more of a duty. This account
surely corresponds much more closely with what
we really think in such a situation. If, so far as I can
see, T could bring equal amounts of good into
being by fulfilling my promise and by helping
some one to whom 1 had made no promise, 1
should not hesitate to regard the former as my
duty. Yet on the view that what is right is night
because it is productive of the most good 1 should
not so regard it.

There are two theories, cach in 1ts way simple,
that offer a solution of such cases of conscience.
One is the view of Kant, that there are certain
duties of pertect obligation, such as those of tul-
tilling promises, of paving debts, of telling the
rruth, which admit of no exception whatever in
tavour ot dutics of imperfect obligation, such as
that of relieving distress. The other is the view of]
tor instance, Professor Moore and Dr. Rashdall,
that there is only the duty of producing good, and
that all “conflicts of duties” should be resolved by
asking ‘by which action will most good be pro-
duced?” But it 1s more important that our theory
fit the facts than that it be simple, and the account
we have given above corresponds (it seems to me)
better than cither of the simpler theories with
what we really think, viz. that normally promise-
keeping, for example, should come betore benev-
olence, but that when and only when the good to
be produced by the benevolent act is very great
and the promise comparatively trivial, the act of
benevolence becomes our duty.

In face the theory of ‘ideal udlitarianism,” if |
may ftor brevity refer so to the theory of Professor
Moore, seems to simplitv unduly our relations to
our fellows. It says, in effect, that the only morally
significant relation in which my neighbours stand
to me is that of being possible beneficiaries by my
action.? They do stand in this relation to me, and
this relation is morally significant. But they may
also stand to me in the relation of promisee to
promiser, of creditor to debror, of wife to hus-
band, of ¢hild to parent, of friend to friend, of tel-
low countryman to tellow countryman, and the
like; and each of these relations is the foundation

of a prima facie duty, which is more or less incum-
bent on me according to the circumstances of the
case. When I am in a situation, as perhaps T alwayvs
am, in which more than one of these prima focie
duties is incumbent on me, what [ have to dois to
study the situation as fullyv as I can until I torm the
considered opinion (it is never more) that in the
circumstances one of them is more incumbent
than anv other; then T am bound to think that to
do this prima facie duty is my dutv sans phrase in
the situation.

[ suggest “prima focie duty’ or ‘conditional
duny™ as a briet wav of reterring to the characeeris-
tic (quite distinet tfrom that of being a duty
proper) which an act has, in virtue of being of a
certain kind {c.g. the keeping ot a promise), of
being an act which would be a duty proper it it
were not at the same time of another kind which is
morally signiticant. Whether an actis a duty proper
or actual duty depends on a4l the morally signifi-
cant kinds it is an instance of. The phrase “prima
Sfaere duty” must be apologized for, since (1) it sug-
gests that whar we are speaking of'is a certain kind
of duty, whercas it 1s in fact not a duty, but some-
thing related in a special way to duty. Strictly speak-
ing, we want not a phrase in which duty 1s qualified
by an adjective, but a separate noun. (2) ‘Prima’
facie suggests that one is speaking only of an
appearance which a moral situation presents at first
sight, and which may turm out to be illusory;
whereas what T am speaking of 1s an objective tact
involved in the nature of the situation, or more
strictlv in an element of its nature, though not, as
duty proper docs, arising from its whele nature.
can, however, think of no term which tullv meets
the case. *Claim” has been suggested by Professor
Prichard. The word ‘claim”™ has the advantage of
being quite a tamiliar one in this connexion, and it
secems to cover much of the ground. It would be
quite natural to sav, “a person to whom I have
made a promise has a claim on me,” and also, *a
person whose distress 1 could relieve (at the cost of
breaking the promise) has a claim on me.” But (1)
while “claim” is appropriate from rheir point of
view, we want a word to express the corresponding
tact from the agent’s point of view—the fact of his
being subject to claims that can be made against
him; and ordinary language provides us with no
such correlative to ‘claim.” And (2) (what is more
important) ‘claim’ seems inevitably to suggest two
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persons, one of whom might make a claim on the
other; and while this covers the ground of social
duty, it is inappropriate in the case of that impor-
tant part of duty which is the duty of cultivating a
certain kind of character in oneself. It would be
artificial, I think, and at anv rate metaphorical, to
sav that one’s character has a claim on oneself.

There 1s nothing arbitrary about these prima
facie duties. Each rests on a definite circumstance
which cannot seriously be held to be without
moral signiticance. Of prima facic duties 1 suggest,
without claiming completeness or finality for it
the following division.?

(1) Some dutics rest on previous acts of my
own. These duties scem to include two kinds, (a)
those resting on a promise or what mav fairly be
called an imphcic promise, such as the implicit
undertaking not to tell lies which scems to be
implicd in the act of entering into conversation
(at any rate by civilized men), or of writing books
that purport to be history and not fiction. These
may be called the duties of fidelity. (&) Those rest-
ing on a previous wrongful act. These may be
calfed the duties of reparation. (2) Some rest on
previous acts of other mien, 1.c. services done by
them to me. These may be loosely described as
the duties of gratitude. (3) Some rest on the fact
or possibility of a distribution of pleasure or hap-
piness (or of the mcans thereto) which is not in
accordance with the merit of the persons con-
cerned; mn such cases there arises a duty to upsct
or prevent such a distribution. These are the
durties of justice. (4) Some rest on the mere fact
that there are other beings in the world whose
condition we can make better in respect of virtue,
or of intelligence, or of pleasure. These are the
duties of beneticence. (5) Some rest on the fact
that we can improve our own condition in respect
of virtue or of intelligence. These are the duties of
self-improvement. (6} 1 think that we should dis-
tinguish from (4) the duties that may be summed
up under the utle of *not injuring others.” No
doubt to imjure others is incidentally to fail to do
them good; but it seems to me clear that non-
maleticence is apprehended as a duty distinet from
that of benceticence, and as a duty of a more strin-
gent character. 1t will be noticed that this alone
among the tvpes of duty has been stated in a neg-
ative way. An attempt might no doubt be made to
state this duty, like the others, in a positive way.

It might be said that it is really the duty to prevent
ourselves from acting either from an inclination to
harm others or from an inclination to seek our
own pleasure, in doing which we should inciden-
tallv harm them. But on reflection it seems clear
that the primary duty here is the duty not to harm
others, this being a duty whether or not we have
an inchination that it followed would lead to our
harming themy; and that when we have such an
inclination the primary duty not to harm others
gives rise to a consequential duty to resist the
inclination. The recognition of this duty of non-
malcficence is the first step on the way to the
recognition of the duty of beneficence; and that
accounts for the prominence of the commands
‘thou shalt not kill,” ‘thou shalt not commit adul-
terv,” ‘thou shalt not steal,” ‘thou shalt not bear
talse witness,” in so carly a code as the Decalogue.
But cven when we have come to recognize the
duty of beneticence, it appears to me that the duty
of non-malcficence 1s recognized as a distinet once,
and as prima focie more binding. We should not
in general consider it justifiable to kill one person
in order to keep another alive, or to steal from
one in order to give alms to another.

The essential defect of the ‘ideal utlitarian’
theory is that it ignores, or at least does not do full
justice to, the highly personal character of duty. If
the only duty is to produce the maximum of good,
the question who is to have the good—whether it
1s mysclf, or my bencetactor, or a person to whom
[ have made a promise to confer that good on him,
or a mere fellow man to whom [ stand in no such
special relation—should make no difference to my
having a duty to produce that good. But we are all
in fact sure that it makes a vast difference.

Once or two other comments must be made on
this provisional list of the divisions of duty. (1) The
nomenclature is not strictly correct. For by *fidelity”
or ‘gratitude” we mean, strictly, certain states of
motivation; and, as [ have urged, it is not our duty
to have certain motives, but to do certain acts. By
‘fidelity,” for instance, is meant, strictly, the dispo-
sition to fultil promises and implicit promises
because we have made thewm. We have no general
word to cover the actual fulfilment of promises and
implicit promises irvespective of motive; and 1 use
‘fidelity,” loosely but perhaps conveniently, to hll
this gap. So too I use “gratitude” for the returning
of services, trrespective of motive. The term justice’
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is not so much confined, in ordimary usage, to a
certain state of motivation, for we should often tatk
of a man as acting justly even when we did not
think his motive was the wish to do what was just
simply for the sake of doing so. Less apology s
theretore needed for our use of Sjustice” in this
wnse. And T have used the word *beneficence’
rather than *benevolence,” in order to ¢mphasize
the fact that it is our duty to do certain things, and
not to do them from certain motives.

(2) If the objection be made, that this cata-
logue of the main types of duty is an unsystematic
one resting on no logical principle, it may be
replied, first, that it makes no claim fo being ulri-
mate. It is a prima ficie classification of the dutices
which retlection on our moral convictions seets
sctually to reveal, And it these convictions are, as |
would claim that they are, of the nature of knowl-
cdge, and if T have not misstated them, the list will
e a list of aurhentice conditional durties, correct as
2ar as it goes though not necessarily complete. The
st ot goods put forward by the rival theory is
rcached by exactly the same merhod—the only
«ound one in the circumstances—viz. that of direct
cetlection on what we really think. Lovalty to the
“acts is worth more than a symmetrical architec-
-onic or a hastily reached simplicity. It further
“eflection discovers a pertect logical basis for this

v for a better classification, so much the berter.

(3) It may, again, be objecred that our theory
“hat there are these various and often contlicting
“vpes of prima facie duty leaves us with no princi-
~ie upon which to discern what is our actual duty
2 particular circumstances. But this objection 15
-0t one which the rival theory is in a position to
g forward. For when we have to choose
wetween the production of two  heterogencous
zoods, sav knowledge and pleasure, the ‘ideal util-

-arian” theory can only fall back on an opinion, for
hich no logical basis can be oftered, that one of
¢ goods is the greater; and this is no better than

similar opinion that one of two duties is the
sore urgent. And again, when we consider the
~rinite variety of the effects of our actions in a way
.+ pleasure, it must surcly be admitted that the
_aim which hedonism sometimes makes, that it
sters a readily applicable criterion of right con-
cact, is quite illusory.

[ am unwilling, however, to content myself

cth an argumentum ad bominem, and T would

contend that in principle there is no reason to
anticipate that every act that is our duty is so tor
one and the same reason. Why should two sets of
circumstances, or one set of circumstances, #or
possess different characteristics, any one of which
makes a certain act our prima facie duty? When 1
ask what it is that makes me in certain cases sure
that T have a prima facic duty to do so and so, 1
find that it lies in the fact that 1 have made a
promise; when [ ask the same question in another
case, T find the answer lies in the fact that 1 have
done a wrong. And if on retlection 1 find (as 1
think I do) thar ncither of these reasons is
reducible to the other, T must not on any a prior:
ground assume that such a reduction is possible.

It is necessary to say something by way of
clearing up the relarion between prima facic
duties and the actual or absolute duty to do one
particular act in particular circumstances. It, as
almost all moralists except Kant are agreed, and as
most plain men think, it is sometimes righr to tell
a lic or to break a promise, it must be maintained
that there is a difference between prima facie duty
and actual or absolute duty. When we think our-
sclves justified in breaking, and indeed morally
obliged to break, a promise in order to relieve
some one’s distress, we do not for a moment
cease to recognize a prima facie duty to keep our
promise, and this leads us to feel, not indeed
shame or repentance, but certainly compunction,
for behaving as we do; we recognize, further, that
it is our duty to make up somchow to the
promisce ftor the breaking of the promise. We
have to distinguish from the characteristic of
being our duty that of tending to be our duty.
Any act that we do contains various clements in
virtue of which it falls under various categories. In
virtue of being the breaking of a promise, for
instance, it tends to be wrong; in virtue of being
an instance of relicving distress it tends to be
right. Tendency to be one’s duty may be called a
parti-resultant attribute, i.c. one which belongs to
an act in virtue of some one component in its
nature. Being onc’s duty is a toti-resultant
attribure, one which belongs to an act in virtue of
its whole nature and of nothing less than this.

Something should be said of the relation
between our apprehension of the prima facie
rightness of certain types of acts and our mental
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attitude towards particular acts. It is proper to use
the word ‘apprehension” in the former case and
not in the latter. That an act, gua tultilling a
promise, or gua cftecting a just distribution of
good, or gua returning services rendered, or gua
promoting the good of others, or grua promoting
the virtue or insight of the agent, is prima focic
right, is seltf-evident; not in the sense that it is evi-
dent from the beginning of our lives, or as soon as
we attend to the proposition for the first time, but
in the sense that when we have reached suftficient
mental maturity and have given sufficient atten-
tion to the proposition it is cvident without any
need of proof, or of evidence bevond itself. Tt is
self-evident just as a mathematical axiom, or the
validity of a form of inference, is evident. The
moral order ¢xpressed in these propositions is just
as much part of the fundamental nature of the uni-
verse (and, we may add, of any possible universe in
which there were moral agents at all) as is the spa-
tal or numerical structure expressed in the axioms
of geomerry or arithmetic. In our confidence that
these propositions are true there is involved the
same trust in our reason that is involved in our
confidence in mathematics; and we should have no
justification for trusting it in the latter sphere and
distrusting it in the former. In both cases we are
dcaling with propositions that cannot be proved,
but that just as certainly need no proof.
Supposing it to be agreed, as 1 think on reflec-
tion it must, that no one means by ‘right’ just
‘productive of the best possible consequences,” or
‘optimific,” the attributes ‘right” and ‘optimific’
might stand in either of two kinds of relation to
cach other. (1) They might be so related that we
could apprehend a priord, cither immediately or
deductively, that any act that is optimitic is right
and any act thar is right is optimific, as we can
apprchend that any triangle that is cquilateral is
equiangular and vice versa. Professor Moore’s view
is, I think, that the coextensiveness of ‘right” and
‘optimific> is apprehended immediatelv.* He
rejects the possibility ot any prootof it. Or (2) the
two attributes might be such that the question
whether thev are invariably connected had to be
answered by means of an inductive inquiry. Now
at first sight it might scem as if the constant con-
nexion of the two attributes could be immediately
apprehended. Tt might seem absurd to suggest
that it could be right for any one to do an act

which would produce consequences less good
than those which would be produced by some
other act in his power. Yet a little thought will
convince us that this is not absurd. The tvpe of
case in which it is easiest to see that this is so is,
perhaps, that in which one has made a promise. In
such a case we all think that prima facie it is our
duty to fulfil the promise irrespective of the precise
goodness of the total consequences. And though
we do not think it is necessarily our actual or
absolute duty to do so, we are far from thinking
thar any, even the slightest, gain in the value ot the
total conscquences will necessarily justify us in
doing something clse instead. Suppose, to simplity
the case by abstraction, that the fulfilment of a
promisc to A would produce 1,000 units of good®
for him, but that by doing some other act I could
produce 1,001 units of good tor B, to whom I
have made no promise, the other consequences of
the two acts being of equal value; should we really
think it sclt-cvident that it was our duty ro do the
sccond act and not the first? T think not. We
should, T fancy, hold that only a much greater dis-
paritv: of value berween the total consequences
would justifv us in failing to discharge our prima
facie duty to A. After all, a promise is a promise,
and is not to be treated so lightly as the theory we
are examining would implv. What, exactly, a
promise is, is not so casy to determine, but we are
surelv agreed that it constitutes a serious moral
limitation to our freedom of action. To produce
the 1,001 units of good for Brather than fulfil our
promisc to A would be to take, not perhaps our
duty as philanthropists too seriously, but certainly
our duty as makers of promises too lightly.

Or consider another phase of the same prob-
lem. If T have promised to confer on A a particu-
lar benetir containing 1,000 units of good, is it
selfevident that if by doing some ditterent act 1

could produce 1,001 units of good for A himselt

(the other consequences of the two acts being sup-
posed equal in value), it would be right for me to
do so? Again, 1 think not. Apart from my general
prima fucie duty to do A what goal T can, T have
another prima focic duty to do him the particular
service 1 have promised to do him, and this is not

to be set aside in consequence of a disparity ot

good of the order of 1,001 to 1,000, though a
much greater disparity might justii me in so
doing.
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Or again, suppose that A is a very good and B
a very bad man, should I then, even when 1 have
made no promise, think it sclf-evidently right to
produce 1,001 units of good for B rather than
1,000 for A? Surely not. I should be sensible of a
prima facie duty of justice, i.¢. of producing a dis-
tribution of goods in proportion to merit, which is
not outweighed by such a slight disparity in the
total goods to be produced.

Such instances—and they might casily be
added to—make it clear that there s no self-
cvident connexion between the attributes ‘right
and ‘optimific.” The theory we are examining has
a certain attractiveness when applied to our deci-
sion that a particular act is our duty (though I have
tried to show that it does not agree with our actual
moral judgments even here). But it 1s not even
plausible when applied to our recognition of
prima focie duty. For if it were self-evident that
the right coincides with the optimific, it shoutd be
sclf-cvident that what is préima facie vight is prima
facie optimific. But whercas we are certain that
keeping a promise is prima facic right, we are not
certain that it is prima facie optimific (though we
are perhaps certain that it is prisma facie bonific).
Our certainty that it is prima facie right depends
not on its consequences but on its being the tulfil-
ment of a promise. The theory we are examining
involves too much difference between the evident
ground of our conviction about prima facie dury
and the alleged ground of our conviction about
actual duty.

The coextensiveness of the right and the opti-
mific is, then, not self-evident. And 1 can see no
way of proving it deductively; nor, so far as |
know, has anv one tried to do so. There remains
the question whether it can be established induc-
tively. Such an inquiry, to be condlusive, would
have to be very thorough and extensive. We
should have to take a large varicty of the acts
which we, to the best of our ability, judge to be
right. We should have to trace as far as possible
their consequences, not only for the persons
directly attected but also for those indirectly
affected, and to these no limit can be set. To make
our inquiry thoroughly conclusive, we should have
to do what we cannot do, viz. trace these conse-
quences into an unending future. And even to
make it reasonably conclusive, we should have to
trace them far into the future. It is clear that the

most we could possibly say is that a large variety of
tvpical acts that are judged right appear, so far as
we can trace their consequences, to produce more
good than anv other acts possible to the agents in
the circumstances. And such a result falls far short
of proving the constant connexion of the two
attributes. But it is surely clear that no inductive
inquiry justifving even this result has ever been car-
ried through. The advocates of utlitarian systems
have been so much persuaded cither of the iden-
nty or of the self-evident connexion of the attri-
butes *right” and “optimific’ (or *felicific’) that they
have not attempted even such an inductive inquiry
as is possible. And in view of the enormous com-
plexity of the task and the inevitable inconclusive-
ness of the result, it is worth no one’s while to
make the attempt. What, after all, would be gained
by ie? If; as T have tried to show, for an act to be
right and to be optimific are not the same thing,
and an act’s being optimitic is not even the ground
of its being right, then if we could ask ourselves
(though the question is reallv unmeaning) which
we ought to do, right acts because they are right
or optimific acts because they are optimific, our
answer must be ‘the former.” If they are optimific
as well as right, that is interesting but not morally
important; if not, we still ought to do them (which
is only another wav of saving that they are the
right acts), and the question whether they are
optimific has no imporrance for moral theory.
There is one direction in which a fairly serious
attempt has been made to show the connexion of
the attributes ‘right” and ‘optimific.” One of the
most evident facts of our moral consciousness is the
sense which we have of the sanctity of promisces, a
sense which does not, on the face of it, involve the
thought that one will be bringing more good into
existence by fulfilling the promise than by breaking
it. It is plain, T think, that in our normal thought
we consider that the fact that we have made a
promise is in itself sufficient to create a duty of
keeping it, the sense of duty resting on remem-
brance of the past promise and not on thoughts of
the future consequences of its fulfilment.
Utilitartanism tries to show that this is not so, that
the sanctity of promises rests on the good conse-
quences of the fulfilment of them and the bad con-
sequences of their nonfulfilment. It does so in this
way: it points out that when yvou break a promise
vou not only fail to confer a certain advantage on
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vour promisee but vou diminish his confidence,
and indirectly the confidence of others, in the ful-
filment of promises. You thus strike a blow at one
of the devices that have been tound most useful in
the refations berween man and man—the device on
which, for example, the whole svstem of commer-
cial credit rests—and vou tend to bring about a
state of things wherein cach man, being entirely
unable to rely on the keeping of promises by oth-
crs, will have to do evervthing for himselt, to the
enormous impoverishment of human well-being.
To put the matter otherwise, utilitarians say
that when a promise ought to be kept it is because
the total good to be produced by keeping it is
greater than the total good to be produced by
breaking it, the former including as its main ele-
ment the maintenance and strengthening of gen-
eral mutual conhidence, and the latter being greatly
diminished by a weakening of this confidence.
They say, in fact, that the case I put some pages
back never arises—the case in which by fulfilling a
promisc [ shall bring into being 1,000 units of
good for my promisee, and by breaking it 1,001
untts of good for some one else, the other etfects of
the two acts being of equal value. The other eftects,
thev sav, never are of cqual value. By keeping my
promise 1 am helping to strengthen the svstem of
mutual confidence; by breaking it T am helping to
weaken this; so that really the first act produces
[,000 + x units of good, and the second 1,001 — v
units, and the difference between +v and —v is
cnough to outweigh the slight superiority in the
tmediate effects of the second act. In answer to
this it may be pointed out that there must be some
amount ot good that cxceeds the difference
between +aand —v (e, exceeds v + v);sav, v+ v+
= Let us supposce the gumedinte good eftects of the
second act to be assessed not at 1,001 but at 1,000
+ x4+ v+ x Then its ner good etfects are 1,000 + v
+ 3, e greater than those of the tulfilment of the
promisc; and the utilitarian is bound to sav torth-
with that the promise should be broken. Now, we
may ask whether that is really the way we think
about promises? Do we reallv think that the pro-
duction of the slightest balanee of good, no matter
who will enjoy it, by the breach of a promise frees
us from the obligation to keep our promise? We
need not doubt that a svstem by which promises
are made and kept is one that has great advantages
for the general well-being. But that is not the

whole truth. To make a promise is not merely to
adapt an ingenious device for promoting the gen-
eral well-being; it 1s to put oneself in a new relation
to one person in particular, a relation which creates
a specifically new prima focie duty to him, not
reducible to the duty of promoting the general
well-being of society. By all means let us try o tore-
sce the net good effects of keeping one’s promise
and the net good etfects of breaking it, but even if
we assess the first at 1,000 + v and the second at
1,000 + x + z, the question still remains whether it
is not our duty to fulfil the promise. It may be sus-
pected, too, that the effect of a single keeping or
breaking of a promise in strengthening or weaken-
ing the fabric of mutual confidence is greaty exag-
gerated by the theory we are examining. And it we
suppose two men dving together alone, do we
think that the duty of one to fulfil before he dies a
promisc he has made to the other would be extin-
guished by the tact that neither act would have any
effect on the general confidence? Anv one who
holds this mav be suspected of not having reflected
on what a promisc 1s.

I conclude that the attnbutes ‘right” and ‘opti-
mitic” are not identical, and that we do not know
cither by intuition, by deduction, or by induction
that they coincide in their application, still less that
the latter is the foundation of the former. It must be
added, however, that if we are ever under no special
obligation such as that of fidelity to a promisee or of
gratitude to a benetacror, we ought to do what will
produce the most good; and that even when we are
under a special obligation the tendency of acts to
promote general good is one of the main factors in
determining whether they are right.

In what has preceded, a good deal of use has
been made of “what we really think” about moral
questions; a certain theory has been rejected
because it does not agree with what we really think.
It might be said that this is in principle wrong; that
we should not be content to expound what our
present moral consciousness tells us but should aim
at a criticism of our existing moral consciousness in
the light of theory. Now T do not doubt that the
moral consciousness of men has in detail under-
gone a good deal of moditication as regards the
things we think right, at the hands of moral theory.
Burt if we are told, for instance, that we should give
up our view that there is a special obhigatoriness
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attaching to the keeping of promises because it is
self-evident that the only duty is to produce as
much good as possible, we have to ask oursclves
whether we reallv, when we reflect, are convineed
that this is sclf-cvident, and whether we reallv can
oct rid of our view that promise-keeping has a
bindingness independent of productiveness ot
maximum good. In my own experience T find that
[ cannot, in spite of a very genuine attempt to do
so; and T venture to think that most people will find
the same, and that just because they cannot lose the
sense ol special obligation, they cannot accept as
selt~evident, or cven as true, the theory which
would require them to do so. In fact it seems, on
reflection, self-evident that a promise, stimply as
such, is something that prima focie ought to be
kept, and it does nor, on reflection, seem self-evi-
dent that production of maximum good is the only
thing thar makes an act obligatory. And to ask us to
give up at the bidding of a theory our actual appre-
hension of what s right and what is wrong scems
like asking people to repudiate their actual experi-
ence of beauty, at the bidding of a theory which
says ‘only that which satisties such and such condi-
tions can be beautitul.” 1t what 1 have called our
actual apprehension is (as [ would maintain that it
is) truly an apprchension, i.¢. an instance of knowl-
cdge, the request is nothing less than absurd.

[ would maintain, n fact, that what we are apt
to describe as “what we think” about moral ques
tions contains a considerable amount that we do
not think but know, and that this forms the stan-
dard by reference to which the truth of any moral
theory has to be tested, instead of having itselt to
be tested by reference 1o anv theory. T hope that 1
have in what precedes indicated what in myv view
these clements of knowledge are that are involved
in our ordinary moral consciousness.

It would be a mistake to found a natural sci-
ence on “what we really think,” L.e. on what rea-
sonably thoughttul and well-educated people
think about the subjects of the science before they
have studied them scientifically. For such opinions
are interpretations, and often misinterpretations,
of sense experience; and the man of science must
appeal from these to sense-experience itself, which
furnishes his real dara. [n cthics no such appeal is
possible. We have no more direct way of access to
the facts about rightness and goodness and about
what things are right or good, than by thinking

about them; the moral convictions of thoughttful
and well-educated people are the data ot ethics just
as sense-pereeptions are the data of a natural sci-
ence. Just as some of the latter have to be rejected
as illusory, so have some of the tormer; but as the
latter are rejected only when theyv are in conflict
with other more accurate sense-perceptions, the
former arc rejected only when thev are in contlict
with other convictions which stand better the test
of reflection. The existing bodv of moral convic-
tions ol the best people is the cumulative product
of the moral reflection of many generations, which
has developed an extremely delicate power of
appreciation of moral distinctions; and this the
theorist cannot atford to treat with anvthing other
than the greatest respect. The verdicts of the moral
consciousness of the best people are the founda-
tion on which he must build; though he must first
compare them with one another and climinate any
contradictions they mav contain.

Endnotes

FThese are not strictly speaking duries, but things that
tend to be our duty, or prima focie duties. CEbelow.

2 Some will think it, apart from other considerations, a suf-
ticient refutation of this view to point out that I also stand
in that relation to mwvselty so that for this view the distine-
tion of onescll trom others is morally insignificant.

3 1 should make it plain at this stage that Lam assuming
the correctness of some of our Main cComvictions as to
prima focic daties, or, more strictly, am claiming that we
Larow them to be true. To me it seems as selt-evident as
anvthing could be, that to make a promise, for instance, is
to create a morad claim on us in someone clse. Many read
ers will perhaps sav that they do rer know this to be true.
[i"so, T eerrainly cannot prove it to thems [ ean only ask
them to reflece again, in the hope that they will ultimarely
agree that they also know it to be true. The main moral
convictions of the plain man seem ro me to be, not opin-
ions which it is for phifosophy to prove or disprove, but
knowledge from the start; and in my own case T seem to
tind fitde difficulty in distinguishing these essential convie-
tions trom other moral convictions which 1 also have,
which are merely fallible opinions based on an imperfect
study of the working, for good or evil of certain institutions
or tvpes ol action.

1 GBS Moore, Erfies. Cambridge University Press, 1903,
p. 181.

51 am assuming that good is objectively quantitative, buc
not that we can accurately assign an exact quanugative
measure to it Since it is of a definite amount, we can make
the supposition that its amount is so-and-so, though we
cannot with anv confidence assert that it is.



