CHAPTER III

THE OBJECTIVITY OF MORAL
JUDGEMENTS

AcaINsT the theory, which has been stated in the
last two chapters, an enormous variety of different
objections may be urged; and I cannot hope to deal
with nearly all of them. What I want to do is to choose
out those, which seem to me to be the most important,
because they are the most apt to be strongly felt, and
because. they concern extremely general questions of
principle. It seems to me that some of these objections
are well founded, and that others are not, according
as they are directed against different parts of what our
theory asserts. And I propose, therefore, to split up
the theory into parts, and to consider separately the
chief objections which might be urged against each
of these different parts.

And we may begin with an extremely fundamental
point. Our theory plainly implied two things. It
implied (1) that, if it is true at any one time that a
particular voluntary action is right, it must always
be true of that particular action that it was right: or,
in other words, that an action cannot change from
right to wrong, or from wrong to right; that it cannot
possibly be true of the very same action that it is right
at one time and wrong at another. And it implied also
(2) that the same action cannot possibly at the same
time be both right and wrong. It plainly implied both
these two things because it asserted that a voluntary
action can only be right, if it produces a maximum of
pleasure, and can only be wrong, if it produces less
than a maximum. And obviously, if it is once true of
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any action that it did produce a maximum of pleasure,
it must always be true of it that it did; and obviously
also it cannot be true at one and the same time of one
and the same action both that it did produce a maximum
of pleasure and also that it produced less than a
maximum. Our theory implied, therefore, that any
particular action cannot possibly be both right and
wrong either at the same time or at different times,
At any particular time it must be either right or wrong,
and, whichever it is at any one time, it will be the same
at all times. e

It must be carefully noticed, however, that our
theory only implies that this is true of any particular
voluntary action, which we may choose to consider:
it does not imply that the same is ever true of a class
of actions. That is to say, it implies that #f, at the time
when Brutus murdered Caesar, this action of his was
right, then, it must be equally true now, and wiil
always be true, that this particular action of Brutus
was right, and it never can have been and never will
be true that it was wromg. Brutus’ action on this
particular occasion cannot, it says, have been both
right and wrong; and if it was once true that it was
right, then it must always be true that it was right;
or if it was once true that it was wrong, it must always
be true that it was wrong. And similarly with every
other absolutely particular action, which actually was
done or might have been done by a particular man 6n a
particular occasion. Of every such action, our theory
mays, it is true that it cannot at any time have been
both right and wrong; and also that, whichever of
these two predicates it possessed at any one time, it
must possess the same at all times. But it does not
imply that the same is true of any particular class of
actions—of murder, for instance. It does not assert
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that if one murder, committed at one time, was wrong,
then any other murder committed at the same time
must also have been wrong; nor that if one murder;
committed at one time, is wrong, any other murder
committed at any other time must be wrong. On the
contrary, though it does not directly imply that this
is false, yet it does imply that it is unlikely that any
patticular class of actions will absolutely always be
right or absolutely always wrong. For, it holds, as we
have seen, that the question whether an action is
right or wrong depends upon its effects; and the
question what effects an action will produce depends,
of course, not only upon the class to which it belongs,
but also on the particular circumstances in which it is
done. While, in one set of circumstances, a particular
kind of action may produce good effects, in other
circumstances a precisely similar action may produce
bad ones. And, since the circumstances are always
changing, it is extremely unlikely (though not im-
possible) that actions of any particular class, such as
murder or adultery, should absolutely always be right
or absolutely always wrong. Our theory, therefore,
does not imply that, if an action of a particular class
is right once, every other action of the same class must
always be right: on the contrary, it follows from its
view that this is unlikely to be true. What it does imply,
is that if we consider any particular instance of any
class, that particular instance cannot ever be both right
and wrong, and if once right, must always be right,
And it is extremely important to distinguish clearly
between these two different questions, because they
are liable to be confused. When we ask whether the
~ same action can be both right and wrong we may mean
two entirely different things by this question. We may
merely mean to ask: Can the same kind of action be
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tight at one time and wrong at another, or right and
wrong simultancously? And to this question our
theory would be inclined to answer: It can. Or else
Iy the same action, we may mean not merely the same
kind of action, but some single absolutely particular
action, which was or might have been performed by a
delinite person on a definite occasion. And it is to this
question that our theory replies: It is absolutely
impossible that any one single, absolutely particular
action can ever be both right and wrong, either at
the same time or at different times.

Now this question as to whether one and the same
action can ever be both right and wrong at the same
time, or can ever be right at one time and wrong at
another, is, I think, obviously, an extremely funda-
mental one. If we decide it in the affirmative, then a
great many of the questions which have been most
discussed by ethical writers are at once put out of
court, It must, for instance, be idle to discuss what
characteristic there is, which universally distinguishes
right actions from wrong ones, if this view be true.
If one and the same action can be both right and wrong,
then obviously there can be no such characteristic—
there can be no characteristic which akways belongs to
right actions, and never to wrong ones: since, if so
much as one single action is both right and wrong,
this action must possess any characteristic (if there is
one) which always belongs to right actions, and, at
the same time, since the action is also wrong, this
characteristic cannot be one which never belongs to
wrong actions. Before, therefore, we enter on any
discussions as to what characteristic there is which
always belongs to right actions and never to wrong
ones, it is extremely important that we should satisfy
ourselves, if we can, that one and the same action
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cannot be both right and wrong, either at the same
time or at different times. For, if this is not the case,
then all such discussions must be absolutely futile.
I propose, therefore, first of all, to raise the simple
issue: Can one and the same action be both right and
wrong, either at the same time or at different times?
Is the theory stated in the last two chapters in the
right, so far as it merely asserts that this cannot be
the case?

Now I think that most of those who hold, as this
theory does, that one and the same action cannot be
both right and wrong, simply assume that this is the
case, without trying to prove it. It is, indeed, quite
common to find the mere fact that a theory implies
the contrary, used as a conclusive argument against
that theory. It is argued: Since this theory implies
that one and the same action can be both right and
wrong, and since it is evident that this cannot be so,
therefore the theory in question must be false. And,
for my part, it seems to me that such a method of
argument is perfectly justified. It does seem to me
to be evident that no voluntary action can be both
right and wrong; and I do not see how this can be
proved by reference to any principle which is more
certain than it is itself. If, therefore, anybody asserts
that the contrary is evident to him-—that it is evident
to him that one and the same action can be both right
and wrong, I do not see how it can be proved that he is
wrong. If the question is reduced to these ultimate
terms, it must, I think, simply be left to the reader’s
inspection. Like all ultimate questions, it is incapable
of strict proof either way. But most of those who hold
that an action can be both right and wrong are, I
think, in fact influenced by certain considerations,
which do admit of argument. They hold certain views,
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from which this conclusion follows; and it is only
because they hold these views that they adopt the
vonclusion. There are, I think, two views, in particular,
which are very commonly held and which are specially
influential in leading people to adopt it. And it is very
important that we should consider these two views
carelully, both because they lead to this conclusion
and for other reasons.

The first of them is as follows. It may be held,
namely, that, whenever we assert that an action or
closs of actions is right or wrong, we must be merely
making an assertion about somebody’s feelings towards
the action or class of actions in question. This is a
view which seems to be very commonly held in some
form or other; and one chief reason why it is held is,
1 think, that many people seem to find an extreme
difliculty in seeing what else we possibly can mean by
the words ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, except that some mind
or set of minds has some feeling, or some other mental
attitude, towards the actions to which we apply these
predicates. In some of its forms this view does not
lead to the consequence that one and the same action
iy be both right and wrong; and with these forms
we are not concerned just at present. But some of the
{orms in which it may be held do directly lead to this
consequence ; and where people do hold that one and
the same action may be both right and wrong, it is,
I think, very generally because they hold this view
in onc of these forms. There are several different
forms of it which do lead to this consequence, and they
are apt, I think, not to be clearly distinguished from
once another. People are apt to assume that in our
judgements of right and wrong we must be making
an amsertion about the feelings of some man or some
group of men, without trying definitely to make up




B |

56 ETHICS

their minds as to who the man or group of men can
be about whose feelings we are making it. So soon as
this question is fairly faced, it becomes plain, I think,
that there are serious objections to any possible
alternative.

To begin with, it may be held that whenever any
man asserts an action to be right or wrong, what he is
asserting is merely that he Aimself has some particular
feeling towards the action in question. Each of us,
according to this view, is merely making an assertion
about kis own feelings: when I assert that an action
is right, the whole of what I mean is merely that I have
some particular feeling towards the action; and when
you make the same assertion, the whole of what you
mean is merely that you have the feeling in question
towards the action. Different views may, of course,
be taken as to what the feeling is which we are supposed
to assert that we have. Some people might say that,
when we call an action right, we are merely asserting
that we like it or are pleased with it; and that when we
call one wrong, we arc merely asserting that we disltke
it or are displeased with it. Others might say, more
plausibly, that it is not mere liking and dislike that we
express by these judgements, but a peculiar sort of
liking and dislike, which might perhaps be called a
feeling of moral approval and of moral disapproval.
Others, again, might, perhaps, say that it is not a pair
of opposite feelings which are involved, but merely
the presence or absence of one particular feeling: that,
for instance, when we call an action wrong, we merely
mean to say that we have towards it a feeling of dis-
approval, and that by calling it right, we mean to say,
not that we have towards it a positive feeling of approval,
but merely that we have not got towards it the feeling
of disapproval. But whatever view be taken as to the
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precise nature of the feelings about which we are
supposed to be making a judgement, any view which
holds that, when we call an action right or wrong, each
of us is always merely asserting that he Asmself has or
has not some particular feeling towards it, does, I think,
incvitably lead to the same conclusion—namely, that
quite often one and the same action is both right and
wrong; and any such view is also exposed to one and
the same fatal objection.

The argument which shows that such views in-
evitably lead to the conclusion that one and the same
action is quite often both right and wrong, consists
of two steps, each of which deserves to be separately
emphasized.

The first is this. If, whenever I judge an action to
be right, I am merely judging that I myself have a
particular feeling towards it, then it plainly follows
that, provided I really have the feeling in question,
my judgement is true, and therefore the action in
question really is right. And what is true of me, in
this respect, will also be true of any other man. No
matter what we suppose the feeling to be, it must be
true that, whenever and so long as any man really has
towards any action the feeling in question, then, and
for just so long, the action in question really is right.
I'or what our theory supposes is that, when a man
judges an action to be right, he is merely judging
that he has this feeling towards it; and hence, when-
ever he really has it, his judgement must be true, and
the action really must be right. It strictly follows,
therefore, from this theory that whenever any man
whatever really has a particular feeling towards an
action, the action really is right; and whenever any
man whatever really has another particular feeling
townrds an action, the action really is wrong. Or, if we
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take the view that it is not a pair of feelings which are
in question, but merely the presence or absence of a
single feeling—for instance, the feeling of moral dis-
approval; then, what follows is, that whenever any
man whatever fails to have this feeling towards an
action, the action really is right, and whenever any
man whatever has got the feeling, the action really is
wrong. Whatever view we take as to what the feelings
are, and whether we suppose that it is a pair of feelings
or merely the presence and absence of a single one, the
consequence follows that the presence (or absence) of
the feeling in question in any man whatever is sufficient
to ensure that an action is right or wrong, as the case
may be. And it is important to insist that this con-
sequence does follow, because it is not, I think, always
clearly seen. It seems sometimes to be vaguely held
that when a man judges an action to be right, he is
merely judging that he has a particular feeling towards
it, but that yet, though he really has this feeling, the
action is not necessarily really right. But obviously
this is impossible. If the whole of what we mean to
assert, when we say that an action is right, is merely
that we have a particular feeling towards it, then
plainly, provided only we really have this feeling, the
action must really be right.

Tt follows, therefore, from any view of this type, that,
whenever any man has (or has not) some particular
feeling towards an action, the action is right; and also
that, whenever any man has (or has not) some par-
ticular feeling towards an action, the action is wrong.
And now, if we take into account a second fact, it
seems plainly to follow that, if this be so, one and the
same action must quite often be both right and wrong.

This second fact is merely the observed fact, which
it seems difficult to deny, that, whatever pair of
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feclings or single feeling we take, cases do occur in
which two different men have opposite feelings towards
the same action, and in which, while one has a given
feeling towards an action, the other has not got it.
It might, perhaps, be thought that it is possible to find
some pair of feelings or some single feeling, in the case
of which this rule does not hold: that, for instance, no
man ever really feels moral approval towards an action,
towards which another feels moral disapproval. This
is a view which people are apt to take, because, where
we have a strong feeling of moral disapproval towards
an action, we may find it very difficult to believe that
any other man really has a feeling of moral approval
towards the same action, or even that he regards it
without some degree of moral disapproval. And there
is some excuse for this view in the fact, that when a
man says that an action is right, and even though he
sincerely believes it to be so, it may nevertheless be
the case that he really feels towards it some degree of
moral disapproval. That is to say, though it is certain
that men’s opinions as to what is right and wrong often
differ, it is not certain that their feelings always differ
when their opinions do. But still, if we look at the
extraordinary differences that there have been and
are between different races of mankind, and in different
stages of society, in respect of the classes of actions
which have been regarded as right and wrong, it is,
I think, scarcely possible to doubt that, in some
societies, actions have been regarded with actual
Jeelings of positive moral approval, towards which many
of us would feel the strongest disapproval. And if this
is so with regard to classes of actions, it can hardly fail
to be sometimes the case with regard to particular
actions. We may, for instance, read of a particular
action, which excites in us a strong feeling of moral
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disapproval; and yet it can hardly be doubted that
sometimes this very action will have been regarded by
some of the men among whom it was done, without any
feeling of disapproval whatever, and even with a
feeling of positive approval. But, if this be so, then,
on the view we are considering, it will absolutely
follow that whereas it was true then, when it was done,
that that action was right, it is true now that the very
same action was wrong.

And once we admit that there have been such real
differences of feeling between men in different stages
of society, we must also, I think, admit that such
differences do quite often exist even among con-
temporaries, when they are members of very different
societies; so that one and the same action may quite
often be at the same time both right and wrong. And,
having admitted this, we ought, I think, to go still
further. Once we are convinced that real differences
of feeling towards certain classes of actions, and not
merely differences of opinion, do exist between men
in different states of society, the probability is that
when two men in the same state of society differ in
opinion as to whether an action is right or wrong, this
difference of opinion, though it by no means always
indicates a corresponding difference of feeling, yet
sometimes really is accompanied by such a difference:
so that two members of the same society may really
sometimes have opposite feelings towards one and the
same action, whatever feeling we take. And finally,
we must admit, I think, that even one and the same
individual may experience such a change of feeling
towards one and the same action. A man certainly
does often come to change his opinion as to whether
a particular action was right or wrong; and we must,
I think, admit that, sometimes at least, his feelings
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towards it completely change as well; so that, for
instance, an action, which he formerly regarded with
moral disapproval, he may now regard with positive
moral approval, and vice versa. So that, for this reason
alone, and quite apart from differences of feeling
between different men, we shall have to admit, accord-
ing to our theory, that it is often zow true of an action
that it was right, although it was formerly true of the
same action that it was wrong.

T'his fact, on which I have been insisting, that
different men do feel differently towards the same
action, and that even the same man may feel differently
towards it at different times, is, of course, a mere
commonplace; and my only excuse for insisting on it
in that it might possibly be thought that some one
fecling or pair of feelings, and those the very ones
which it is most plausible to regard as the ones about
which we are making an assertion in our judgements
of right and wrong, are exceptions to the rule. I think,
however, we must recognize that no feeling or pair of
feelings, which could possibly be maintained to be the
ones with which our judgements of right and wrong
arc concerned, does, in fact, form an exception.
Whatever feeling you take, it seems hardly possible
to doubt that instances have actually occurred, in
whicl, while one man really had the feeling in question
towards a given action, other men have not had it,
and some of them have even had an opposite one,
towards the same action. There may, perhaps, be
some classes of actions in the case of which this has
never occurred; but what seems certain is that there
are some classes, with which it has occurred: and, if
there are any at all, that is sufficient to establish our
vonclusion. For if this is so, and if, when a man
#mncrts an action to be right or wrong, he is always
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merely asserting that he himself has some particular
feeling towards it, then it absolutely follows that one
and the same action has sometimes been both right
and wrong—right at one time and wrong at another,
or both simultaneously. )

And I think that some argument of this sort is the
chief reason why many people are apt to hold that one
and the same action may be both right and wrong.
They are much impressed by the fact that different
men do feel quite differently towards the same classes
of action, and, holding also that, when we judge an
action to be right or wrong, we must be merely mak-
ing a judgement about somebody’s feelings, it seems
impossible to avoid the conclusion that one and the
same action often 45 both right and wrong. This
conclusion does not, indeed, necessarily follow from
these two doctrines taken together. Whether it follows
or not, depends on the precise form in which we hold
the latter doctrine—upon who the somebody is about
whose feelings we are making the assertion. But it
does follow from the precise form of this doctrine which
we are now considering—the form which asserts that
each man is merely making an assertion about kis own
feelings. And, since this is one of the most plausible
forms in which the doctrine can be held, it is extremely
important to consider, whether it can be true in this
form. Can it possibly be the case, then, that, when we
judge an action to be right or wrong, each of us is only
asserting that ke himself has some particular feeling
towards it? O

It seems to me that there is an absolutely fatal
objection to the view that this is the case. It must be
‘remembered that the question is merely a question of
fact; a question as to the actual analysis of our moral
judgements—as to what it is that actually happens,
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when we think an action to be right or wrong. And if
we remember that it is thus merely a question as to
what we actually think, when we think an action to be
right or wrong,—neither more nor less than this,—it
cian, 1 think, be clearly seen that the view we are
considering is inconsistent with plain facts. This is
#0, because it involves a curious consequence, which
those who hold it do not always seem to realize that
it involves; and this consequence is, I think, plainly
not in accordance with the facts. The consequence is
this. If, when one man says, ‘This action is right’,
and another answers, ‘No, it is not right’, each of
them is always merely making an assertion about /s
own feelings, it plainly follows that there is never
really any difference of opinion between them: the
one of them is never really contradicting what the other
is asserting. They are no more contradicting one
another than if, when one had said, ‘I like sugar’, the
other had answered, ‘I don’t like sugar’. In such a
case, there is, of course, no conflict of opinion, no
contradiction of one by the other: for it may perfectly
well be the case that what each asserts is equally true;
it may quite well be the case that the one man really
docs like sugar, and the other really does not like it.
The one, therefore, is mever denying what the other is
asserting. And what the view we are considering
involves is that when one man holds an action to be
right, and another holds it to be wrong or not right,
here also the one is mever denying what the other
is asserting. It involves, therefore, the very curious
consequence that no two men can ever differ in opinion
a8 to whether an action is right or wrong. And surely
the fact that it involves this consequence is sufficient
to condemn it. It is surely plain matter of fact that
when T assert an action to be wrong, and another man
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asserts it to be right, there sometimes is a real difference
of opinion between us: he sometimes is denying the
very thing which I am asserting. But, if this is so,
then it cannot possibly be the case that each of us is
merely making a judgement about his own feelings;
since two such judgements never can contradict one
another. We can, therefore, reduce the question
whether this theory is true or not, to a very simple
question of fact. Is it ever the case that when one
man thinks that an action is right and another thinks
it is not right, that the second really is thinking that
the action has notf got some predicate which the first
thinks that it has got? I think, if we look at this
question fairly, we must admit that it sometimes is the
case; that both men may use the word ‘right’ to denote
exactly the same predicate, and that the one may really
be thinking that the action in question really has this
predicate, while the other is thinking that it has not
got it. DBut if this is so, then the theory we are consider-
ing certainly is not true. It cannot be true that every
man always denotes by the word ‘right’ merely a
relation to his own feelings, since, if that were so, no
two men would ever denote by this word the same
predicate; and hence a man who said that an action
was not right could never be denying that it had the
very predicate, which another, who said that it was
right, was asserting that it had. e ¥ A

It seems to me this argument proves conclusively
that, whatever we do mean, when we say that an action
1s right, we certainly do not mean merely that we our-
selves have a certain feeling towards it. But it is
important to distinguish carefully between exactly
what it does prove, and what it does not prove. It does
not prove, at all, that it may not be the case, that,
whenever any man judges an action to be right, he
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alwayn, wn fact, has a certain feeling towards it, and
ovon that he makes the judgement only because he
lown that feeling. It only proves that, even if this be so,
whiaat b s gudging is not merely that he has the feeling.
And thene two points are, | think, very liable to be
confuaed, 1t may be alleged to be a fact that whenever
woman judpes an action to be right, he only does so,
bacave e hin o cevtain feeling towards it; and this
allogeal tict many actually be used as an argument to
prove Wit el he s jodging is merely that he has the
toalings, Mt abiviouily, even if the alleged fact be a
faut, 1t doea not iy the least nupport this conclusion.
Fhe vwor points ave entively diflerent, and there is a
sl nportant dilference between their consequences.
The ditference s that, even if it be true that a man
never Judges an action 1o be right, unless he has a
st lecling towards at, yet, if this be all, the mere
fuct that he has this feeling, will not prove his judge-
ment to be true; we may quite well hold that, even
though he has the feeling and judges the action to be
viphit, yot sometimes his judgement is false and the
action is not really right. But if, on the other hand,
wo hold that what he is judging is merely that he has
tha leeling, then the mere fact that he has it will prove
s judgement to be true: if he is only judging that
e Lz at, then the mere fact that he has it is, of course,
suthcient to make his judgement true. We must,
therefore, distinguish carefully between the assertion
that, whenever a man judges an action to be right, he
only does so because he has a certain feeling, and the
antirely different assertion that, whenever he judges
ar action to be right, he is merely judging that he has
this leeling. 'T'he former assertion, even if it be true,
doen not prove that the latter is true also. And we
may, therefore, dispute the latter without disputing
he E
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the former. It is only the latter which our argument
proves to be untrue; and not a word has been said
tending to show that the former may not be perfectly
true.

Our argument, therefore, does not disprove the
assertion, if it should be made, that we only judge
actions to be right and wrong, when and because we
have certain feelings towards them. And it is also
important to insist that it does not disprove another
assertion also. It does not disprove the assertion that,
whenever any man has a certain feeling towards an
action, the action is, as @ matter of fact, always right.
Anybody is still perfectly free to hold that this is true,
as a matter of fact, and that, therefore, as a matter of
fact, one and the same action often is both.right and
wrong, even if he admits what our argument does
prove; namely, that, when a man thinks an action to
be right or wrong, he is not merely thinking that he
has some feeling towards it. The only importance of
our argument, in this connexion, is merely that it
destroys one of the main reasons for holding that this
is true, as a matter of fact. If we once clearly see that
to say that an action is right is not the same thing as
to say that we have any feeling towards it, what reason
is there left for holding that the presence of a certain
feeling is, in fact, always a sign that it is right? No
one, I think, would be very much tempted to assert that
the mere presence (or absence) of a certain feeling is
invariably a sign of rightness, but for the supposition
that, in some way or other, the only possible meaning
of the word ‘right’, as applied to actions, is that some-
body has a certain feeling towards them. And it is
this supposition, in one of its forms, that our argument
does disprove.

But even if it be admitted that, in this precise form,
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the view is quite untenable, it may still be urged
thut nevertheless it is true in some other form, from
which the same consequence will follow—namely, the
consequence that one and the same action is quite
often both right and wrong. Many people have such
n strong disposition to believe that when we judge
an action to be right or wrong we must be merely
making an assertion about the feelings of some man or
#et of men, that, even if they are convinced that we
nre not always merely making an assertion, each about
his oton feelings, they will still be disposed to think
that we must be making one about somebody else’s.
"T'he difficulty is to find any man or set of men about
whose feclings it can be plausibly held that we are
making an assertion, if we are not merely making one
ubout our own; but still there are two alternatives,
wlich may seem, at first sight, to be just possible,
namely (1) that each man, when he asserts an action
to be right or wrong, is merely asserting that a certain
fecling is gemerally felt towards actions of that class
by most of the members of the society to which he
belongs, or (2) merely that some man or other has a
¢ertain feeling towards them.

I'rom either of these two views, it will, of course,
follow that one and the same action is often both right
und wrong, for the same reasons as were given in the
lunt case. Thus, if, when I assert an action to be right,
I nm merely asserting that it is generally approved in
the society to which I belong, it follows, of course,
that if it ¢ generally approved by my society, my
amicrtion is true, and the action really #s right. But
#M we saw, it seems undeniable, that some actions which
are generally approved in my society, will have been
disapproved or will still be disapproved in other
wocictics. And, since any member of one of those
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societies will, on this view, when he judges an action
to be wrong, be merely judging that it is disapproved
in his society, it follows that when he judges one of
these actions, which really is disapproved in his society,
though approved in mine, to be wrong, this judgement
of his will be just as true as my judgement that the
same action was right: and hence the same action
really will be both right and wrong. And similarly,
if we adopt the other alternative, and say that when a
man judges an action to be right he is merely judging
that some man or other has a particular feeling towards
it, it will, of course, follow that whenever any man at all
really has this feelmg towards it, the action really is
right, while, whenever any man at all has not got it
or has an opposite feeling, the action really is wrong:
and, since cases will certainly occur in which one man
has the required feeling, while another has an opposite
one towards the same action, in all such cases the same
action will be both right and wrong.

From either of these two views, then, the same
consequence will follow. And, though I do not know
whether any one would definitely hold either of them
to be true, it is, I think, worth while briefly to consider
the objections to them, because they seem to be the
only alternatives left, from which this consequence
will follow, when once we have rejected the view that,
in our judgements of right and wrong, each of us is
merely talking about /s own feelings; and because,
while the objection which did apply to that view, does
not apply equally to these, there is an objection which
does apply to these, but which does not apply nearly so
obviously to that one. )

The objection which was urged against that view
does, indeed, apply, in a limited extent, to the first
of these two: since if when a man judges an action
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to he vight or wrong, he is always merely making an
annertion nhout the feclings of lus own society, it will
tollow that two men, who belong to different societies,
can never poasibly differ in opinion as to whether an
action e right or wrong. But this objection does not
apply am botween two men who both belong to the
same nociety, ‘Phe view that when any man asserts
an wction to be right he is mercly making an assertion
ahout the fealings ol his own society, does allow that
two men belonging to the same socicty may really
ditfer In opinion wm to whether an action is right or
wrong.  Neither this view, thercfore, nor the view
thut we are mercly naacrting that some man or other
han o pavticular fecling towards the action in question
involves the absurdity that no two men can ever differ
In opinion an to whether an action is right or wrong.
We cannot, therefore, urge the fact that they involve
thix gbuurdity as an objection against them, as we could
agningt the view that each man is merely talking of
hix own {celings,

3ot both of them are nevertheless exposed to another
objection, equally fatal, to which that view was not so
oliviously exposed. 'The objection is again merely one
of puychological fact, resting upon observation of what
netunlly happens when a man thinks an action to be
tight or wrong. Ior, whatever feeling or feelings we
{uke an the ones about which he is supposed to be
fudging, it is quite certain that a man may think an
action to be right, even when he does not think that
the members of his society have in general the required
fecling (or abscnce of feeling) towards it; and that
sitilarly he may doubt whether an action is right,
even when he does not doubt that some man or other
hia the required feeling towards it. Cases of this kind
uertainly constantly occur, and what they prove is that,
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whatever a man is thinking when he thinks an action
to be right, he is certainly nof merely thinking that
his society has in general a particular feeling towards
it; and similarly that, when he is in doubt as to whether
an action is right, the question about which he is in
doubt is not merely as to whether any man at all has
the required feeling towards it. Facts of this kind are,
therefore, absolutely fatal to both of these two theories;
whereas in the case of the theory that he is merely
making a judgement about kis own feelings, it is not
so obvious that there are any facts of the same kind
inconsistent with it. For here it might be urged with
some plausibility (though, I think, untruly) that when
a man judges an action to be right he always does think
that he himself has some particular feeling towards
it; and similarly that when he is in doubt as to whether
an action is right he always is in doubt as to his own
feelings. But it cannot possibly be urged, with any
plausibility at all, that when a man judges an action to
be right he always thinks, for instance, that it is gener-
ally approved in his society; or that when he is in
doubt, he is always in doubt as to whether azy man
approves it. He may know quite well that somebody
does approve it, and yet be in doubt whether it is right
and he may be quite certain that his society does not
approve it, and yet still think that it 45 right. And the
same will hold, whatever feeling we take instead of
moral approval,

These facts, then, seem to me to prove conclusively
that, when 2 man judges an action to be right or wrong,
he is not always merely judging that his society has
some particular feeling towards actions of that class,
nor yet that some man has. But here again it is import-
ant to insist on the limitations of the argument; and
to distinguish clearly between what it does prove and

T OBJECTIVITY OF MORAL JUDGEMENTS 7I

what it does not. It does not, of course, prove that any
chna of action towards which any society has a particular
lecling, may not, as a matter of fact, always be right;
nor cven that any action, towards which any man
whatever has the feeling, may not, as a matter of fact,
nlways be so. Anybody, while fully admitting the force
of our argument, is still perfectly free to hold that these
things arc true, as a matter of fact; and hence that one
and the same action often is both right and wrong.
All that our arguments, taken together, do strictly
prove, is that, when a man asserts an action to be right
or wrong, he is not merely making an assertion either
about his own feelings nor yet about those of the
noviety in which he lives, nor yet merely that some man
or other has some feeling towards it. This, and nothing
more, is what they prove. But if we once admit that
this much s proved, what reason have we left for
amucrting that it s true, as a matter of fact, that what-
fver any society or any man has a particular feeling
towards, always is right? It may, of course, be true
#n o matter of fact; but is there any reason for suppos-
ing that it is? If the predicate which we mean by the
waord ‘right’, and which, therefore, must belong to
every action which really is right, is something quite
diflerent from a mere relation to anybody’s feelings,
why should we suppose that such a relation does, in
fact, always go along with it; and that this predicate
alwayn belongs, in addition, to every action which has
the required relation to somebody’s feelings? If right-
tiews is not the same thing as the having a relation
to the feclings of any man or set of men, it would be
& curious coincidence, if any such relation were in-
varinhly a sign of rightness. What we have proved is
{hat rightness is not the same thing as any such relation ;
aind 1f that be so, then, the probability is that even
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where an action has the required relation to some-
body’s feelings, it will #of always be right., s¢+-
There are, then, conclusive reasons against the view
that, when we assert an action to be right or wrong, we
are merely asserting that somebody has a particular
feeling towards it, in any of the forms in which it will
follow from this view that one and the same action
can be both right and wrong. And we can, I think,
also see that one of the reasons, which seems to have
had most influence in leading people to suppose that
this view must be true, in some form or other, is quite
without weight. The reason I mean is one drawn
from certain considerations as to the origin of our moral
judgements. It has been widely held that, in the
history of the human race, judgements of right and
wrong originated in the fact that primitive men or
their non-human ancestors had certain feelings towards
certain classes of actions. That is to say, it is supposed
that there was a time, if we go far enough back, when
our ancestors did have different feelings towards
different actions, being, for instance, pleased with
'some and displeased with others, but when they did
not, as yet, judge any actions to be right or wrong;
and that it was only because they transmitted these
feelings, more or less modified, to their descendants,
that those descendants at some later stage, began to
make judgements of right and wrong; so that, in a
sense, our moral judgements were developed out of
mere feelings. And I can see no objection to the
" supposition that this was so. But, then, it seems also
to be often supposed that, if our moral judgements
were developed out of feelings—if this was their
origin—they must still at this moment be somehow
concerned with feelings: that the developed product
must resemble the germ out of which it was developed
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in this particular respect. And this is an assumption
for which there is, surely, -no shadow of ground. It
is admitted, on all hands, that the developed product
does always differ, in some respects, from its origin;
and the precise respects in which it differs is a matter
which can only be settled by observation: we cannot
lay down a universal rule that it must always resemble
it in certain definite respects. Thus, even those who
hold that our moral judgements are merely judgements
about feelings must admit that, at some point in the
history of the human race, men, or their ancestors,
began not merely to have feelings but to judge that they
had them: and this alone means an enormous change.
If such a change as this must have occurred at some
time or other, without our being able to say precisely
when or why, what reason is there, why another change,
which is scarcely greater, should not also have occurred,
cither before or after it? a change consisting in the
fact that men for the first time become conscious
of another predicate, which might attach to actions,
beside the mere fact that certain feelings were felt
towards them, and began to judge of this other pre-
dicate that it did or did not belong to certain actions?
It is certain that, if men have been developed from
non-human ancestors at all, there must have been
many occasions on which they became possessed for
the first time of some new idea. And why should not
the ideas, which we convey by the words ‘right’ and
‘wrong’, be among the number, even if these ideas do
not merely consist in the thought that some man has a
particular feeling towards some action? There is no
more recason why such an idea should not have been
dleveloped out of the mere existence of a feeling than
why the judgement that we /Aave feelings should not
have been developed from the same origin., And hence
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the theory that moral judgements originated in feelings
does not, in fact, lend any support at all to the theory
that now, as developed, they can only be judgements
about feelings. No argument from the origin of a
thing can be a safe guide as to exactly what the nature
of the thing is now. That is a question which must be
settled by actual analysis of the thing in its present
state. And such analysis seems plainly to show that
moral judgements are not merely judgements about
feelings.

I conclude, then, that the theory that our judge-
ments of right and wrong are merely judgements about
somebody’s feelings is quite untenable in any of the
forms in which it will lead to the conclusion that one
and the same action is often both right and wrong.
But I said that this was only one out of two theories,
which seem to be those which have the most influence
in leading people to adopt this conclusion. And we
must now briefly consider the second of these two
theories.

This second theory is one which is often confused
with the one just considered. It consists in asserting
that when we judge an action to be right or wrong
what we are asserting is merely that somebody or other
thinks it to be right or wrong. That is to say, just as
the last theory asserted that our moral judgements are
merely judgements about somebody’s feelings, this
one asserts that they are merely judgements about
somebody’s thoughts or opinions. And they are apt to
be confused with one another because a man’s feelings
with regard to an action are not always clearly dis-
tinguished from his opinion as to whether it is right or
wrong. Thus one and the same word is often used,
sometimes to express the fact that a man has a feeling
towards an action, and sometimes to express the fact
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that he has an opinion about it. When, for instance,
we say that a man approves an action, we may mean
cither that he has a feeling towards it, or that he thinks
it to be right; and so too, when we say that he dis-
approves it, we may mean either that he has a certain
fecling towards it, or that he thinks it to be wrong.
But yet it is quite plain that to have a feeling towards
un action, no matter what feeling we take, is a different
thing from judging it to be right or wrong. Even if
we were to adopt one of the views just rejected and to
suy that to judge an action to be right or wrong is the
sume thing as to judge that we have a feeling towards
it, it would still follow that to make the judgement is
something different from merely having the feeling;
for a man may certainly kave a feeling, without think-
ing that he has it; or think that he has it, without
having it. We must, therefore, distinguish between
the theory that to say that an action is right or wrong
in the same thing as to say that somebody has some
kind of feeling towards it, and the theory that it is the
sume thing as to say that somebody thinks it to be
right or wrong. '

"T'his latter theory, however, may be held in the same
three different forms, as the former; and in whichever
form it is held, it will lead to the same conclusion—
namely, that one and the same action is very often
both right and wrong—and for the same reasons. If,
for instance, when I say that an action is right, all that
I mean is that I zhink it to be right, it will follow, that,
if 1 do really think it to be right, my judgement that
I think so will be true; and since this judgement is
supposed to be identical with the judgement that it &
right, it will follow that the judgement that it is right
in true and hence that the action really is right. And
slnce it is even more obvious that different men’s
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opinions as to whether a given action is right or wrong
differ both at the same time and at different times,
than that their feelings towards the same action differ,
it will follow that one and the same action very often
is both right and wrong. And just as the conclusion
which follows from this theory is the same as that
which followed from the last, so also, in each of the
three different forms in which it may be held, it is
open to exactly the same objections. Thus, in its
first form, it will involve the absurdity that no two
men ever differ in opinion as to whether an action is
right or wrong, and will thus contradict a plain fact.
While in the other two forms, it will involve the con-
clusions that no man ever thinks an action to be right,
unless he thinks that his society thinks it to be right,
and that no man ever doubts whether an action is
right, unless he doubts whether any man at all thinks
it right—two conclusions which are both of them
certainly untrue.

These objections are, I think, sufficient by them-
selves to dispose of this theory as of the last; but it is
worth while to dwell on it a little longer, because it is
also exposed to another objection, of quite a different
order, to which the last was not exposed, and because
it owes its plausibility partly, I think, to the fact that
it is liable to be confused with another theory, which
may be expressed in exactly the same words, and which
may quite possibly be true.

The special objection to which this theory is exposed
consists in the fact that it is in all cases totally impossible
that, when we believe a given thing, what we believe
should merely be that we (or anybody else) have the
belief in question. This is impossible, because, if it
were the case, we should not be believing anything at
all. For let us suppose it to be the case: let us suppose
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that, when I believe that A is B, what I am believing
m merely that somebody believes that A is B. What 1
um believing, on this supposition, is merely that some-
body (either myself or somebody else) entertains the
beliel that A is B. But what #s this belief which I am
believing that somebody entertains? According to the
theory it is itself, in its turn, merely the belief that
somebody believes that A is B. So that what I am
belicving turns out to be that somebody believes that
somebody believes—that A is B. But here again, we may
substitute for the phrase ‘that A is B’, what is supposed
to be identical with it—namely, that somebody believes,
that A is B. And here again we may make the same
mibstitution; and so on absolutely ad infinitum. So
that what I am believing will turn out to be that
somebody believes, that somebody believes, that some-
body believes, that somebody believes . . . ad infinitum.
Always, when I try to state, what it is that the some-
body believes, I shall find it to be again merely that
somebody believes . . ., and I shall never get to
anything whatever which is what is believed. But thus
to believe that somebody believes, that somebody
believes, that somebody believes . . . quite indefinitely,
without ever coming to anything which is what is
believed, is to believe nothing at all. So that, if this
were the case, there could be no such belief as the
belief that A is B. We must, therefore, admit that, in
no case whatever, when we believe a given thing, can
the given thing in question be merely that we ourselves
(or somebody else) believe the very same given thing.
Aud since this is true in all cases, it must be true in our
apocial case. It is totally impossible, therefore, that
to helieve an action to be right can be the same thing
an belicving that we ourselves or somebody else believe
It to be right.
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But the fact that this view is untenable is, I think,
liable to be obscured by the fact that we often express,
in the same words, another view, quite different from
this, which may quite well be true. When a man
asserts that an action is right or wrong, it may quite
well be true, in a sense, that all that he is expressing by
this assertion is the fact that he #hinks it to be right
or wrong. The truth is that there is an important
distinction, which is not always observed, between
what a man means by a given assertion and what he
expresses by it. Whenever we make any assertion
whatever (unless we do not mean what we say) we are
always expressing one or other of two things—namely,
either that we think the thing in question to be so or
that we kznow it to be so. If, for instance, I say ‘A is B’,
and mean what I say, what I mean is always merely
that A s B; but those words of mine will always also
express either the fact that I think that A is B, or the
fact that I know it to be so; and even where I do not
mean what I say, my words may be said to zmply either
that I think that A is B or that I know it, since they
will commonly lead people to suppose that one or
other of these two things is the case. Whenever,
therefore, a man asserts that an action is right or wrong,
what he expresses or implies by these words will be
either that he thinks it to be so or that he knows it to
be so, although neither of these two things can possibly
constitute the whole of what he means to assert. And
it is quite possible to hold that, as between these two
alternatives which he expresses or implies, it is always
the first only, and never the second, which is expressed
or implied. That is to say, it may be held, that we
always only believe or think that an action is right or
wrong, and never really know which it is; that, when,
therefore, we assert one to be so, we are always merely
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expressing an opinion or belief, never expressing
knowledge,

‘I'bis is a view which is quite tenable, and for which
there is a great deal to be said; and it is, I think,
certninly liable to be confused with that other, quite
untenuble, view, that, when a man asserts an action
to be right or wrong, all that he means to assert is that
he thinks it to be so. The two are, in fact, apt to be
expressed in exactly the same language. If a man
awserts ‘Such and such an action was wrong’, he is
linble to be met by the rejoinder, ‘ What you really mean
in that you think it was wrong’; and the person who
makes this rejoinder will generally only mean by it,
that the man does not know the action to be wrong,
hut only believes that it is so: that he is merely express-
ing his opinion, and has no absolute knowledge on the
point. In other words, a man is often loosely said to
mean by an assertion what, in fact, he is only expressing
by it; and for this and other reasons the two views
we are considering are liable to be confused with one
another. :

But obviously there is an immense difference
hetween the two. If we only hold the tenable view that
no man ever knows an action to be right or wrong, but
cnn only think it to be so, then, so far from implying
the untenable view that to assert an action to be right
or wrong is the same thing as to assert that we think it
to be so, we imply the direct opposite of this. For
nobody would maintain that I cannot know that I think
un action to be right or wrong; and if, therefore, I
cannot know that it ¢ right or wrong, it follows that
there is an immense difference between the assertion
that it 7 right or wrong, and the assertion that I
think it to be so: the former is an assertion, which,
according to this view, I can mever know to be true,




8o ETHICS

whereas the latter is an assertion which I obviously
can know to be true. The tenable view, therefore, that
we can never know whether an action is right or wrong,
does not in the least support the untenable view that
for an action to be right or wrong is the same thing as
for it to be thought to be so: on the contrary, it is
quite inconsistent with it, since it is obvious that we
can know that certain actions are thought to be right
and that others are thought fo be wrong. But yet, I
think, it is not uncommon to find the two views
combined, and to find one and the same person holding,
at the same time, both that we never know whether an
action s right or wrong, and also that to say that an
action 5 right or wrong is the same thing as to say that
it is thought to beso. The two views ought obviously
to be clearly distinguished; and, if they are so dis-
tinguished, it becomes, I think, quite plain that the
latter must be rejected, if only because, if it were true,
the former could not possibly be so.

We have, then, considered in this chapter two
different views, namely (1) the view that to say that an
action is right or wrong is the same thing as to say that
somebody has some feeling (or absence of feeling)
towards it, and (2) the view that to say that an action
is right or wrong is the same thing as to say that some-
body thinks it to be so. Both these views, when held
in certain forms, imply that one and the same action
very often is both right and wrong, owing to the fact
that different men, and different societies, often do
have different and opposite feelings towards, and
different and opposite opinions about, the same action.
The fact that they imply this is, in itself, an argument
against these views; since it seems evident that one
and the same action cannot be both right and wrong.
But some people may not think that this is evident;
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vl therefore independent objections have been urged
againat them, which do, I think, show them to be
wntenable. In the case of the first view, such arguments
wore only brought against those forms of the view,
which do imply that one and the same action is often
hoth rvight and wrong. The same view may be held

in other forms, which do not imply this consequence,
and which will therefore be dealt with in the next
chiapter, But in the case of the second view a general
afpument was also used, which applies to absolutely
all forms in which it may be held.

liven apart from the fact that they lead to the
vonelusion that one and the same action is often both
right and wrong, it is, I think, very important that we
should rvealize, to begin with, that these views are false ;
hecaune, if they were true, it would follow that we
musl tnke an entirely different view as to the whole
mture of lithics, so far as it is concerned with right
i wrong, from what has commonly been taken by a
inajority of writers, If these views were true, the whole
businens of Ithics, in this department, would merely

vennist in discovering what feelings and opinions men
hive actually had about different actions, and why they
lave hid them. A good many writers seem actually

o have treated the subject as if this were all that it
had to investigate. And of course questions of this sort

sre not without interest, and are subjects of legitimate
vuriosity.  But such questions only form one special
Iwanch of Psychology or Anthropology; and most
wiiters have certainly proceeded on the assumption
that the special business of Ethics, and the questions
which it has to try to answer, are something quite
diffevent from this. They have assumed that the
sprgation whether an action #s right cannot be com-

letely settled by showing that any man or set of men
L1 r
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have certain feelings or opinions about it. They would
admit that the feelings and opinions of men may, in
various ways, have a bearing on the question; but the
mere fact that a given man or set of men has a given
feeling or opinion can, they would say, never be
sufficient, by itself, to show that an action is right or
wrong.

But the views, which have been considered in this
chapter, imply the direct contrary of this: they imply
that, when once we have discovered, what men’s
feelings or opinions actually are, the whole question is
finally settled ; that there is, in fact, no further question
to discuss. I have tried to show that these views are
untenable, and I shall, in future, proceed upon the
assumption that they are so; as also I shall proceed
on the assumption that one and the same action
cannot be both right and wrong. And the very fact
that we can proceed upon these assumptions is an
indirect argument in favour of their correctness. For
if, whenever we assert an action to be right or wrong,
we were merely making an assertion about some man’s
feelings or opinions, it would be incredible we should
be so mistaken as to our own meaning, as to think
that a question of right or wrong cannot be absolutely
settled by showing what men feel and think, and to
think that an action cannot be both right and wrong.
It will be seen that, on these assumptions, we can raise
many questions about right and wrong, which seem
obviously not to be absurd; and which yet would be
quite absurd—would be questions about which we
could not hesitate for a moment—if assertions about
right and wrong were merely assertions about men’s

feelings and opinions, or if the same action could be .

both right and wrong.

CHAMCER WY
THE OBECTIVITY OF MORAL
JUDRGEMENTS (conc luded)

P wia stated, wn the beginning of the last chapter,
thit the ethival theory we are considering—the theory
slatel In Uhe fivat two cliapter-——does not maintain
witlh vegaril to any class of voluntary actions, that, if an
autlon of the alpsa i question is ance right, any other
aitlog ol the wane cliss must alwaya be right. And
Uhia Is e, o tie senae in which the statement would,
bothink, be patarally understood.  But it is now
hpotunt to emphanize that, in a certain sense, the
statEnent ia untrie. Our theory does assert that, if
iy voluntiary action is once right, then any other
valuitary action which resembled it in one particular
Peafiedt (or rather in a combination of two respects)
et always also be right; and since, if we take the
word olwss in the widest possible sense, any set of
#etions which resemble one another in any respect
whatever may be said to form a class, it follows that, in
this wide sense, our theory does maintain that there
wre many classes of action, such that, if an action
lwlonging to one of them is once right, any action
Bolonging to the same class would always be right. ,
lisactly what our theory does assert under this head
vinnnot, 1 think, be stated accurately except in rather a
gotnplicated way; but it is important to state it as
precinely as possible. The precise point is this. This
thaory asserted, as we saw, that the question whether
4 voluntary action is right or wrong always depends
upon what its total effects are, as compared with the
tul ellects of all the alternative actions, which we
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