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I. The Subject-Matter of Ethics. 

What follows is largely based on Mr G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica, to which 

the reader is referred for fuller discussion. Sections I and II of the following 

essay are reprinted from the New Quarterly, February 1910; section III from 

the New Quarterly, May 1910; section IV from the Hibbert Journal, October 

1908; and sections V and VI from the New Quarterly, September 1910. 

§1. 

The study of Ethics is perhaps most commonly conceived as being concerned 

with the questions What sort of actions ought men to perform? and What sort 

of actions ought men to avoid? It is conceived, that is to say, as dealing with 

human conduct, and as deciding what is virtuous and what is vicious among 

the kinds of conduct between which, in practice, people are called upon to 

choose. Owing to this view of the province of ethics, it is sometimes regarded 

as the practical study, to which all others may be opposed as theoretical; the 

good and the true are sometimes spoken of as independent kingdoms, the 

former belonging to ethics, while the latter belongs to the sciences.  

This view, however, is doubly defective. In the first place, it overlooks the fact 

that the object of ethics, by its own account, is to discover true propositions 

about virtuous and vicious conduct, and that these are just as much a part of 

truth as true propositions about oxygen or the multiplication table. The aim is, 

not practice, but propositions about practice; and propositions about practice 

are not themselves practical, any more than propositions about gases are 

gaseous. One might as well maintain that botany is vegetable or zoology 

animal. Thus the study of ethics is not something outside science and co-

ordinate with it: it is merely one among sciences.  

§2. 

In the second place, the view in question unduly limits the province of ethics. 

When we are told that actions of certain kinds ought to be performed or 

avoided, as, for example, that we ought to speak the truth, or that we ought not 
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to steal, we may always legitimately ask for a reason, and this reason will 

always be concerned, not only with the actions themselves, but also with the 

goodness or badness of the consequences likely to follow from such actions. 

We shall be told that truth-speaking generates mutual confidence, cements 

friendships, facilitates the dispatch of business, and hence increases the wealth 

of the society which practices it, and so on. If we ask why we should aim at 

increasing mutual confidence, or cementing friendships, we may be told that 

obviously these things are good, or that they lead to happiness, and happiness 

is good. If we still ask why, the plain man will probably feel irritation, and 

will reply that he does not know. His irritation is due to the conflict of two 

feelings—the one, that whatever is true must have a reason; the other, that the 

reason he has already given is so obvious that it is merely contentious to 

demand a reason for the reason. In the second of these feelings he may be 

right; in the first, he is certainly wrong. In ordinary life, people only ask why 

when they are unconvinced. If a reason is given which they do not doubt, they 

are satisfied. Hence, when they do ask why, they usually have a logical right to 

expect an answer, and they come to think that a belief for which no reason can 

be given is an unreasonable belief. But in this they are mistaken, as they 

would soon discover if their habit of asking why were more persistent.  

It is the business of the philosopher to ask for reasons as long as reasons can 

legitimately be demanded, and to register the propositions which give the most 

ultimate reasons that are attainable. Since a proposition can only be proved by 

means of other propositions, it is obvious that not all propositions can be 

proved, for proofs can only begin by assuming something. And since the 

consequences have no more certainty than their premises, the things that are 

proved are no more certain than the things that are accepted merely because 

they are obvious, and are then made the basis of our proofs. Thus in the case 

of ethics, we must ask why such and such actions ought to be performed, and 

continue our backward inquiry for reasons until we reach the kind of 

propositions of which proof is impossible, because it is so simple or so 

obvious that nothing more fundamental can be found from which to deduce it.  

§3. 

Now when we ask for the reasons in favour of the actions which moralists 

recommend, these reasons are, usually, that the consequences of the action are 

likely to be good, or if not wholly good, at least the best possible under the 

circumstances. Hence all questions of conduct presuppose the decision as to 

what things other than conduct are good and what bad. What is called good 
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conduct is conduct which is a means to other things which are good on their 

own account; and hence the study of what is good on its own account is 

necessary before we can decide upon rules of conduct. And the study of what 

is good or bad on its own account must be included in ethics, which thus 

ceases to be concerned only with human conduct.  

The first step in ethics, therefore, is to be quite clear as to what we mean by 

good and bad. Only then can we return to conduct, and ask how right conduct 

is related to the production of goods and the avoidance of evils. In this, as in 

all philosophical inquiries, after a preliminary analysis of complex data we 

proceed again to build up complex things from their simpler constituents, 

starting from ideas which we understand though we cannot define them, and 

from premisses which we know though we cannot prove them. The 

appearance of dogmatism in this procedure is deceptive, for the premisses are 

such as ordinary reasoning unconsciously assumes, and there is less real 

dogmatism in believing them after a critical scrutiny than in employing them 

implicitly without examination.  

 

 

 

 

II. The Meaning of Good and Bad. 

§4. 

Good and Bad, in the sense in which the words are here intended (which is, I 

believe, their usual sense), are ideas which everybody, or almost everybody, 

possesses. These ideas are apparently among those which form the simplest 

concstituents of our more complex ideas, and are therefore incapable of being 

analysed or built up out of other simpler ideas. When people ask What do you 

mean by good? the answer must consist, not in a verbal definition such as 

could be given if one were asked What do you mean by pentagon? but in such 

a characterization as shall call up the appropriate idea to the mind of the 

questioner. This characterization may, and probably will, itself contain the 

idea of good, which would be a fault in a definition, but is harmless when our 

purpose is merely to stimulate the imagination to the production of the idea 
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which is intended. It is in this way that children are taught the names of 

colours; they are shown (say) a red book, and told that that is red; and for fear 

they should think red means book, they are shown also a red flower, a red ball, 

and so on, and told that these are all red. Thus the idea of redness is conveyed 

to their minds, although it is quite impossible to analyse redness or to find 

constituents which compose it.  

In the case of good, the process is more difficult, both because goodness is not 

perceived by the senses, like redness, and because there is less agreement as to 

the things that are good than as to the things that are red. This is perhaps one 

reason that has led people to think that the notion of good could be analysed 

into some other notion, such as pleasure or object of desire. A second reason, 

probably more potent, is the common confusion that makes people think they 

cannot understand an idea unless they can define it—forgetting that ideas are 

defined by other ideas, which must be already understood if the definition is to 

convey any meaning. When people begin to philosophize, they seem to make 

a point of forgetting everything familiar and ordinary; otherwise their 

acquaintance with redness or any other colour might show them how an idea 

can be intelligible where definition, in the sense of analysis, is impossible.  

§5. 

To explain what we mean by Good and Bad, we may say that a thing is good 

when on its own account it ought to exist, and bad when on its own account it 

ought not to exist. If it seems to be in our power to cause a thing to exist or not 

to exist, we ought to try to make it exist if it is good, and not exist if it is bad. 

When a thing is good, it is fitting that we should feel pleasure in its existence; 

when it is bad, it is fitting that we should feel pain in its existence. But all such 

characterizations really presuppose the notions of good and bad, and are 

therefore useful only as a means of calling up the right ideas, not as logical 

definitions.  

It might be thought that good could be defined as the quality of whatever we 

ought to try to produce. This would merely put ought in place of good as our 

ultimate undefined notion; but as a matter of fact the good is much wider that 

what we ought to try to produce. There is no reason to doubt that some of the 

lost tragedies of Aeschylus were good, but we ought not to try to re-write 

them, because we should certainly fail. What we ought to do, in fact, is limited 

by our powers and opportunities, whereas the good is subject to no such 

limitation. And our knowledge of goods is confined to the things we have 
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experienced or can imagine; but presumably there are many goods of which 

we human beings have absolutely no knowledge, because they do not come 

within the very restricted range of our thoughts and feelings. Such goods are 

still goods, even though human conduct can have no reference to them. Thus 

the notion of good is wider and more fundamental than any notion concerned 

with conduct; we use the notion of good in explaining what right conduct is, 

but we do not use the notion of right conduct in explaining what good is.  

§6. 

A fairly plausible view is that good means the same as desired, so that when 

we say a thing is good we mean that it is desired. Thus anything is good which 

we either hope to acquire or fear to lose. Yet it is commonly admitted that 

there are bad desires; and when people speak of bad desires, they seem to 

mean desires for what is bad. For example, when one man desires another 

man’s pain, it is obvious that what is desired is not good but bad. But the 

supporter of the view that good means desired will say that nothing is good or 

bad in itself, but is good for one person and perhaps bad for another. This 

must happen, he will say, in every case of a conflict of desires; if I desire your 

suffering, then your suffering is good for me, though it is bad for you. But the 

sense of good and bad which is needed in ethics is not in this way personal; 

and it is quite essential, in the study of ethics, to realize that there is an 

impersonal sense. In this sense, when a thing is good, it ought to exist on its 

own account, not on account of its consequences, nor yet of who is going to 

enjoy it. We cannot maintain that for me a thing ought to exist on its own 

account, while for you it ought not; that would merely mean that one of us is 

mistaken, since in fact everything either ought to exist or ought not. Thus the 

fact that one man’s desiremay be another man’s aversion proves that good, in 

the sense relevant to ethics, does not mean the same as deisred, since 

everything is in itself either good or not good, and cannot be at once good for 

me and bad for you. This could only mean that its effects on me were good, 

and on you bad; but here good and bad are again impersonal.  

§7. 

There is another line of argument, more subtle but more instructive, by which 

we can refute those who say that good means desired, or who propose any 

other idea, such as pleasure, as the actual meaning of good. This line of 

argument will not prove that the things that are good are not the same as the 

things that are desired; but it will prove that, if this were the case, it could not 
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be proved by appealing to the meaning of the word good. So far, it might be 

thought that such an argument could only have purely logical importance. But 

in fact this is not so. Many ethical theories have been based upon the 

contention that good means so-and-so, and people have accepted 

consequences of this contention, which, if they had relied upon inspection 

untrammelled by false theory, they would almost certainly have rejected. 

Whoever believes that good means desired will try to explain away the cases 

where it seems as if what is desired is bad; but if he no longer holds this 

theory, he will be able to allow free play to his unbiased ethical perceptions, 

and will thus escape errors into which he would otherwise have fallen.  

The argument in question is this: If anyone affirms that the good is the 

desired, we consider what he says, and either assent or dissent; but in any case 

our assent or dissent is decided by considering what the good and the desired 

really are. When, on the contrary, someone gives us a definition of the 

meaning of a word, our state of mind is quite different. If we are told a 

pentagon is a figure which has five sides, we do not consider what we know 

about pentagons, and then agree or disagree; we accept this as the meaning of 

the word, and we know that we are getting information, not about pentagons, 

but merely about the word pentagon. What we are told is the sort of thing that 

we expect dictionaries to tell us. But when we are told that the good is the 

desired, we feel at once that we are being told something of philosophical 

importance, something which has ethical consequences, something which is 

quite beyond the scope of a dictionary to tell us. The reason of this is, that we 

already know what we mean by the good, and what we mean by the desired; 

and if these two meanings always applied to the same objects, that would not 

be a verbal definition, but an important truth. The analogue of such a 

proposition is not the above definition of a pentagon, but rather: A pentagon 

(defined as above) is a figure which has five angles. Whenever a proposed 

definition sets us thinking whether it is true in fact, and not whether that is 

how the word is used, there is reason to suspect that we are not dealing with a 

definition, but with a significant proposition, in which the word professedly 

defined has a meaning already known to us, either as simple or as defined in 

some other way. By applying this test, we shall easily convince ourselves that 

all hitherto suggested definitions of the good are significant, not merely 

verbal, propositions; and that therefore, though they may be true in fact, they 

do not give the meaning of the word good.  

The importance of this result is that so many ethical theories depend upon the 

denial of it. Some have contended that good means desired, others that good 



means pleasure, others again that it means conformity to Nature or obedience 

to the will of God. The mere fact that so many different and incompatible 

definitions have been proposed is evidence against any of them being really 

definitions; there have never been two incompatible definitions of the word 

pentagon. None of the above are really definitions; they are all to be 

understood as substantial affirmations concerning the things that are good. All 

of them are, in my opinion, mistaken in fact as well as form, but I shall not 

here undertake to refute them severally.  

§8. 

It is important to realize that when we say a thing is good in itself, and not 

merely as a means, we attribute to the thing a property which it either has or 

does not have, quite independently of our opinion on the subject, or of our 

wishes or other people’s. Most men are inclined to agree with Hamlet: There 

is nothing good or bad, but thinking makes it so.  It is supposed that ethical 

preferences are a mere matter of taste, and that if X thinks A is a good thing, 

and Y thinks it is a bad thing, all we can say is that A is good for X and bad for 

Y. This view is rendered plausible by the divergence of opinion as to what is 

good and bad, and by the difficulty of finding arguments to persuade people 

who differ from us in such a question. But the difficulty in discovering the 

truth does not prove that there is no truth to be discovered. If X says A is good, 

and Y says A is bad, one of them must be mistaken, though it may be 

impossible to discover which. If this were not the case, there would be no 

difference of opinion between them. If, in asserting that A is good, X meant 

merely to assert that A had a certain relation to himself, say of pleasing his 

taste in some way; and if Y, in saying that Y, in saying that A is not good, 

meant merely to deny that A had a like relation to himself: then there would be 

no subject of debate between them. It would be absurd, if X said I am eating a 

pigeon-pie, for Y to answer that is false: I am eating nothing. But this is no 

more absurd than a dispute as to what is good, if, when we say A is good, we 

mean merely to affirm a relation of A to ourselves. When Christians assert that 

God is good, they do not mean merely that the contemplation rouses certain 

emotions in them: they may admit that this contemplation rouses no such 

emotion in the devils who believe and tremble, but the absence of such 

emotions is one of the things that make devils bad. As a matter of fact, we 

consider some tastes better than others: we do not hold merely that some tastes 

are ours and other tastes are other people’s. We do not even always consider 

our own tastes the best: we may prefer bridge to poetry, but think it better to 

prefer poetry to bridge. And when Christians affirm that a world created by a 
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good God must be a good world, they do not mean that it must be to their 

taste, for often it is by no means to their taste, but they use its goodness to 

argue that it ought to be to their taste. And they do not mean merely that it is 

to God’s taste: for that would have been equally the case if God had not been 

good. Thus, good and bad are qualities which belong to objects independently 

of our opinions, just as much as round and square do; and when two people 

differ as to whether a thing is good, only one of them can be right, though it 

may be very hard to know which is right.  

§9. 

One very important consequence of the indefinability of good must be 

emphasized, namely, the fact that knowledge as to what things exist, have 

existed, or will exist, can throw absolutely no light upon the question as to 

what things are good. There might, as far as mere logic goes, be some general 

proposition to the effect whatever exists, is good, or whatever exists, is bad, or 

what will exist is better (or worse) than what does exist. But no such general 

proposition can be proved by considering the meaning of good, and no such 

general proposition can be arrived at empirically from experience, since we do 

not know the whole of what does exist, nor yet of what has existed or will 

exist. We cannot therefore arrive at such a general proposition, unless it is 

itself self-evident, or follows from some self-evident proposition, which must 

(to warrant the consequence) be of the same general kind. But as a matter of 

fact, there is, so far as I can discover, no self-evident proposition as to the 

goodness or badness of all that exists or has existed or will exist. It follows 

that, from the fact that the existent world is of such and such a nature, nothing 

can be inferred as to what things are good or bad.  

§10. 

The belief that the world is wholly good has, nevertheless, been widely held. It 

has been held either because, as a part of revealed religion, the world has been 

supposed created by a good and omnipotent God, or because, on metaphysical 

grounds, it was thought possible to prove that the sum-total of existent things 

must be good. With the former line of argument we are not here concerned; 

the latter must be briefly dealt with.  

The belief that, without assuming any ethical premiss, we can prove that the 

world is good, or indeed any other result containing the notion of good, 

logically involves the belief that the notion of good is complex and capable of 
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definition. If when we say that a thing is good we mean (for example) that it 

has three other simpler properties, then by proving that a thing has those three 

properties we prove that it is good, and thus we get a conclusion involving the 

notion of good, although our premisses did not involve it. But if good is a 

simple notion, no such inference will be possible; unless our premisses contain 

the notion of good, our conclusion cannot contain it. The case is analogous to 

the case of elements and compounds in chemistry. By combining elements or 

compounds we can get a new compound, but no chemical operation will give 

an element which was not present in the beginning. So, if good is simple, no 

propositions not containing this notion can have consequences which do 

contain it.  

As a matter of fact, those who have endeavoured to prove that the world as a 

whole is good have usually adopted the view that all evil consists wholly in 

the absence of something and that nothing positive is evil. This they have 

usually supported by defining good as meaning the same as real. Spinoza says: 

By reality and perfection I mean the same thing ; and hence it follows, with 

much less trouble than metaphysicians have usually taken in the proof, that the 

real is perfect. This is the view in Abt Vogler: The evil is null, is nought, is 

silence implying sound.   

Whenever it is said that all evil is limitation, the same doctrine is involved; 

what is meant is that evil never consists in the existence of something which 

can be called bad, but only in the non-existence of something. Hence 

everything that does exist must be good, and the sum-total of existence, since 

it exists most, must be the best of all. And this view is set forth as resulting 

from the meaning of evil.  

The notion that non-existence is what is meant by evil is refuted exactly as the 

previous definitions of good were refuted. And the belief that, as a matter of 

fact, nothing that exists is evil, is one which no one would advocate except a 

metaphysician defending a theory. Pain and hatred and envy and cruelty are 

surely things that exist, and are not merely the absence of their opposites; but 

the theory should hold that they are indistinguishable from the blank 

unconsciousness of an oyster. Indeed, it would seem that this whole theory has 

been advanced solely because of the unconscious bias in favour of optimism, 

and that its opposite is logically just as tenable. We might urge that evil 

consists in existence, and good in non-existence; that therefore the sum-total 

of existence is the worst thing there is, and that only non-existence is good. 
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Indeed, Buddhism does seem to maintain some such view. It is plain that this 

view is false; but logically it is no more absurd than its opposite.  

§11. 

We cannot, then, infer any results as to what is good or bad from a study of 

the things that exist. This conclusion needs chiefly, at the present time, to be 

applied against evolutionary ethics. The phrase survival of the fittest seems to 

have given rise to the belief that those who survive are the fittest in some 

ethical sense, and that the course of evolution gives evidence that the later 

type is better than the earlier. On this basis, a worship of force is easily set up, 

and the mitigation of struggle by civilization comes to be deprecated. It is 

thought that what fights most successfully is most admirable, and that what 

does not help in fighting is worthless. Such a view is wholly destitute of 

logical foundation. The course of nature, as we have seen, is irrelevant to 

deciding as to what is good or bad. A priori, it would be as probable that 

evolution should go from bad to worse, as that it should go from good to 

better. What makes the view plausible is the fact that the lower animals 

existed earlier than the higher, and that among men the civilized races are able 

to defeat and often exterminate the uncivilized. But here the ethical preference 

of the higher to the lower animals, and of the exterminators to the 

exterminated, is not based upon evolution, but exists independently, and 

unconsciously intrudes into our judgment of the evolutionary process. If 

evolutionary ethics were sound, we ought to be entirely indifferent as to what 

the course of evolution may be, since whatever it is is thereby proved to be the 

best. Yet if it should turn out that the Negro or Chinaman were able to oust the 

European, we should cease to have any admiration of evolution; for as a 

matter of fact our preference of the European to the Negro is wholly 

independent of the European’s greater prowess with the Maxim gun.  

Broadly, the fact that a thing is unavoidable affords no evidence that it is not 

an evil; and the fact that a thing is impossible affords no evidence that it is not 

a good. It is doubtless foolish, in practice, to fret over the inevitable; but it is 

false, in theory, to let the actual world dictate our standard of good and evil. It 

is evident that among the things that exist some are good, some bad, and that 

we know too little of the universe to have any right to an opinion as to whether 

the good or the bad preponderates, or as to whether either is likely in the 

future to gain on the other. Optimism and pessimism alike are general theories 

as to the universe which there is no reason whatever for accepting; what we 

know of the world tends to suggest that the good and the evil are fairly 
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balanced, but it is of course possible that what we do not know is very much 

better or very much worse than what we do know. Complete suspense of 

judgment in this matter is therefore the only rational attitude.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III. Right and Wrong. 

§12. 

The ideas of right and wrong conduct are, as we have seen, those with which 

ethics is generally supposed to be most concerned. This view, which is unduly 

narrow, is fostered by the use of the one word good, both for the sort of 

conduct which is right, and for the sort of things which ought to exist on 

account of their intrinsic value. This double use of the word good is very 

confusing, and tends greatly to obscure the distinction of ends and means. I 

shall therefore speak of right actions, not of good actions, confining the word 

good to the sense explained in Section II.  

The word right is very ambiguous, and it is by no means easy to distinguish 

the various meanings which it has in common parlance. Owing to the variety 

of these meanings, adherence to any one necessarily involves us in apparent 

paradoxes when we use it in a context which suggests one of the other 

meanings. This is the usual result of precision of language; but so long as the 

paradoxes are merely verbal, they do not give rise to more than verbal 

objections.  
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In judging of conduct we find at the outset two widely divergent methods, of 

which one is advocated by some moralists, the other by others, while both are 

practised by those who have no ethical theory. One of these methods, which is 

that advocated by the utilitarians, judges the rightness of an act by relation to 

the goodness or badness of its consequences. The other method, advocated by 

intuitionists, judges by the approval or disapproval of the moral sense or 

conscience. I believe that it is necessary to combine both theories in order to 

get a complete account of right and wrong. There is, I think, one sense in 

which a man does right when he does what will probably have the best 

consequences, and another in which he does right when he follows the dictates 

of his conscience, whatever the probable consequences may be. (There are 

many other senses which we may give to the word right, but these two seem to 

be the most important.) Let us begin by considering the second of these 

senses.  

§13. 

The question we have to ask ourselves is: What do we mean by the dictates of 

the moral sense? If these are to afford a definition of right conduct, we cannot 

say that they consist in judging that such andsuch acts are right, for that would 

make our definition circular. We shall have to say that the moral sense 

consists in a certain specific emotion of approval towards an act, and that an 

act is to be called right when the agent, at the moment of action, feels this 

emotion of approval towards the action which he decides to perform. There is 

certainly a sense in which a man ought to perform any act which he approves, 

and to abstain from any act which he disapproves; and it seems also 

undeniable that there are emotions which may be called approval and 

disapproval. Thus this theory, whether adequate or not, must be allowed to 

contain a part of the truth.  

It is, however, fairly evident that there are other meanings of right conduct, 

and that, though there is an emotion of approval, there is also a judgment of 

approval, which may or may not be true. For we certainly hold that a man who 

has done an action which his conscience approved may have been mistaken, 

and that in some sense his conscience ought not to have approved his action. 

But this would be impossible if nothing were involved except an emotion. To 

be mistaken implies a judgment; and thus we must admit that there is such a 

thing as a judgment of approval. If this were not the case we could not reason 

with a man as to what is right; what he approves would be necessarily right for 

him to do, and there could be no argument against his approval. We do in fact 
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hold that when one man approves of a certain act, while another disapproves, 

one of them is mistaken, which would not be the case with a mere emotion. If 

one man likes oysters and another dislikes them, we do not say that either of 

them is mistaken.  

Thus there is a judgment of approval, and this must consist of a judgment that 

an act is, in a new sense, right. The judgment of approval is not merely the 

judgment that we feel the emotion of approval, for then another who 

disapproved would not necessarily hold our judgment of approval to be 

mistaken. Thus in order to give a meaning to the judgment of approval, it is 

necessary to admit a sense of right other than approved. In this sense, when 

we approve an act we judge that it is right, and we may be mistaken in so 

judging. This new sense is objective, in the sense that it does not depend upon 

the opinions and feelings of the agent. Thus a man who obeys the dictates of 

his conscience is not always acting rightly in the objective sense. When a man 

does what his conscience approves, he does what he believes to be objectively 

right, but not necessarily what is objectively right. We need, therefore, some 

other criterion than the moral sense for judging what is objectively right.  

§13, n. 1: The judgment of approval does not always coincide with the 

emotion of approval. For example, when a man has been led by his reason to 

reject a moral code which he formerly held, it will commonly happen, at least 

for a time, that his emotion of approval follows the old code, though his 

judgment has abandoned it. Thus he may have been brought up, like 

Mohammed’s first disciples, to believe it is a duty to avenge the murder of 

relations by murdering the murderer or his relations; and he may continue to 

feel approval of such vengeance after he has ceased to judge it approvingly. 

The emotion of approval will not be again in question in what follows. ↩ 

§14. 

It is in defining objective rightness that the consequences of an action become 

relevant. Some moralists, it is true, deny the dependence upon consequences; 

but that is to be attributed, I think, to confusion with the subjective sense. 

When people argue as to whether such and such an action is right, they always 

adduce the consequences which it has or may be expected to have. A 

statesman who has to decide what is the right policy, or a teacher who has to 

decide what is the right education, will be expected to consider what policy or 

what education is likely to have the best results. Whenever a question is at all 

complicated, and cannot be settled by following some simple rule, such as 
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thou shalt not steal, or thou shalt not bear false witness, it is at once evident 

that the decision cannot be made except by consideration of consequences.  

But even when the decision can be made by a simple precept, such as not to 

lie or not to steal, the justification of the precept is found only by 

consideration of consequences. A code such as the Decalogue, it must be 

admitted, can hardly be true without exception if the goodness or badness of 

consequences is what determines the rightness or wrongness of actions; for in 

so complex a world it is unlikely that obedience to the Decalogue will always 

produce better consequences than disobedience. Yet it is a suspicious 

circumstance that breaches of those of the Ten Commandments which people 

still hold it a duty to obey do, as a matter of fact, have bad consequences in the 

vast majority of instances, and would not be considered wrong in a case in 

which it was fairly certain that their consequences would be good. This latter 

fact is concealed by a question-begging addition of moral overtones to words. 

Thus, e.g., thou shalt do no murder would be an important precept if it were 

interpreted, as Tolstoy interprets it, to mean thou shalt not take human life. 

But it is not so interpreted; on the contrary, some taking of human life is called 

justifiable homicide. Thus murder comes to mean unjustifiable homicide; and 

it is a mere tautology to say Thou shalt do no unjustifiable homicide. That this 

should be announed from Sinai would be as fruitless as Hamlet’s report of the 

ghost’s message: There’s ne’er a villain, dwelling in all Denmark, but he’s an 

arrant knave.  As a matter of fact, people do make a certain classifiation of 

homicides, and decide that certain kinds are justifiable and certain others 

unjustifiable. But there are many doubtful cases: tyrannicide, capital 

punishment, killing in war, killing in self-defence, killing in defence of others, 

are some of these. And if a decision is sought, it is sought usually by 

considering whether the consequences of actions belonging to these classes 

are on the whole good or bad. Thus the importane of precepts such as the Ten 

Commandments lies in the fact that they give simple rules, obedience to which 

will in almost all cases have better consequences than disobedience; and the 

justification of the rules is not wholly independent of consequences.  

§15. 

In common language the received code of moral rules is usually presupposed, 

and an action is only called immoral when it infringes one of these rules. 

Whatever does not infringe them is regarded as permissible, so that on most of 

the occasions of life no one course of action is marked out as alone right. If a 

man adopts a course of action which, though not contrary to the received code, 

http://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus%2020:1-17
http://praxeology.net/LNT-SNK.htm
http://www-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/hamlet/hamlet.1.5.html#speech37
http://www-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/hamlet/hamlet.1.5.html#speech37
http://www-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/hamlet/hamlet.1.5.html#speech37
http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/art.15
http://www-tech.mit.edu/Shakespeare/hamlet/hamlet.1.5.html


will probably have bad consequences, he is called unwise rather than immoral. 

Now, according to the distinction we have made between objective and 

subjective rightness, a man may well act in a way which is objectively wrong 

without doing what is subjectively wrong, i.e. what his conscience 

disapproves. An act (roughly speaking, I shall return to this point presently) is 

immoral when a man’s conscience disapproves it, but is judged only unwise or 

injudicious when his conscience disapproves it, but is judged only unwise or 

injudicious when his conscience approves it, although we judge that it will 

probably have bad consequences. Now the usual moral code is supposed, in 

common language, to be admitted by every man’s conscience, so that when he 

infringes it, his action is not merely injudicious, but immoral; on the other 

hand, where the code is silent, we regard an unfortunate action as objectively 

but not subjectively wrong, i.e. as injudicious, but not immoral. The 

acceptance of a moral code has the great advantage that, in so far as its rules 

are objetively right, it tends to harmonize objective and subjective rightness. 

Thus it tends to cover all frequent cases, leaving only the rarer ones to the 

individual judgment of the agent. Hence when new sorts of cases become 

common, the moral code soon comes to deal with them; thus each profession 

has its own code concerning cases common in the profession, though not 

outside it. But the moral code is never itself ultimate; it is based upon an 

estimate of probable consequences, and is essentially a method of leading 

men’s judgment to approve what is objectively right and disapprove what is 

objectively wrong. And when once a fairly correct code is accepted, the 

exceptions to it become very much fewer than they would otherwise be, 

because one of the consequences of admitting exceptions is to weaken the 

code, and this consequence is usually bad enough to outweigh the good 

resulting from admitting such and such an exception. This argument, however, 

works in the opposite direction with a grossly incorrect code; and it is to be 

observed that most conventional codes embody some degree of unwarrantable 

selfishness, individual, professional, or national, and are thus in certain 

respects worthy of detestation.  

§16. 

What is objectively right, then, is in some way dependent on consequences. 

The most natural supposition to start from would be that the objectively right 

act, under any circumstances, is the one which will have the best 

consequences. We will define this as the most fortunate act. The most 

fortunate act, then, is the one which will produce the greatest excess of good 

over evil, or the least excess of evil over good (for there may be situations in 
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which every possible act will have consequences that are on the whole bad). 

But we cannot maintain that the most fortunate act is always the one which is 

objectively right, in the sense that it is what a wise man will hold that he ought 

to do. For it may happen that the act which will in fact prove the most 

fortunate is likely, according to all the evidence at our disposal, to be less 

fortunate than some other. In such a case, it will be, at least in one sense, 

objectively wrong to go against the evidence, in spite of the actual good result 

of our doing so. There have certainly been some men who have done so much 

harm that it would have been fortunate for the world if their nurses had killed 

them in infancy. But if their nurses had done so their action would not have 

been objectively right, beause the probability was that it would not have the 

best effects. Hene it would seem we must take account of probability in 

judging of objective rightness; let us then consider whether we can say that the 

objectively right act is the one which will probably be most fortunate. I shall 

define this as the wisest act.  

The wisest act, then, is that one which, when account is taken of all available 

data, gives us the greatest expectation of good on the balance, or the least 

expectation of evil on the balance. There is, of course, a difficulty as to what 

are to be considered available data; but broadly we can distinguish, in any 

given state of knowledge, things capable of being forseen from things which 

are unpredictable. I suppose account to be taken of the general body of current 

knowledge, in fact the sort of consideration which people expect when they 

ask for legal or medical advice. There is no doubt this brings us nearer to what 

is objectively right than we were when we were considering the actually most 

fortunate act. For one thing, it justifies the unavoidable limitation to not very 

distant consequences, which is almost always necessary if a practical decision 

is to be reached. For the likelihood of error in calculating distant consequences 

is so great that their contribution to the probable good or evil is very small, 

though their contribution to the actual good or evil is likely to be much greater 

than that of the nearer consequences. And it seems evident that what it is quite 

impossible to know cannot be relevant in judging as to what conduct is right. 

If, as is possible, a cataclysm is going to destroy life on this planet this day 

week, many acts otherwise useful will prove to have been wasted labour, for 

example, the preparation of next year's Nautical Almanac; but since we have 

no reason to expect such a cataclysm, the rightness or wrongness of acts is 

plainly to be estimated without regard to it.  



§17. 

One apparent objection at once suggests itself to the definition. Very few acts 

are of sufficient importance to justify such elaborate and careful consideration 

as is required for forming an opinion as to whether they are the wisest. Indeed, 

the least important decisions are often those which it would be hardest to 

make on purely reasonable grounds. A man who debates on each day which of 

two ways of taking exercise is likely to prove most beneficial is considered 

absurd; the question is at once difficult and unimportant, and is therefore not 

worth spending time over. But although it is true that unimportant decisions 

ought not to be made with excessive care, there is danger of confusion if this 

is regarded as an objection to our definition of objective rightness. For the act 

which, in the case supposed, is objectively wrong is the act of deliberation. 

And the deliberation is condemned by our definition, for it is very unlikely 

that there is no more beneficial way of spending time than in debating trivial 

points of conduct. Thus, although the wisest act is the one which, after 

complete investigation, appears likely to give the most fortunate results, yet 

the complete investigation required to show that it is the wisest act is only 

itself wise in the case of very important decisions. This is only an elaborate 

way of saying that a wise man will not waste time on unimportant details. 

Hence this apparent objection can be answered.  

§18. 

One further addition is required for the definition of the objectively right act, 

namely, that it must be possible. Among the acts whose consequences are to 

be considered we must not include such as are either physically impossible to 

perform or impossible for the agent to think of. This last condition introduces 

difficulties connected with determinism, which are discussed in Section IV. 

Ignoring these difficulties, we may say that the objectively right act is that one 

which, of all that are possible, will probably have the best consequences.  

§19. 

We must now return to the consideration of subjective rightness, with a view 

to distinguishing conduct which is merely mistaken from conduct which is 

immoral or blameworthy. We here require a new sense of ought, which it is by 

no means easy to define. In the objective sense, a man ought to do what is 

objectively right. But in the subjective sense, which we have now to examine, 

he sometimes ought to do what is objectively wrong. For example, we saw 
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that it is often objectively right to give less consideration to an unimportant 

question of conduct than would be required for forming a trustworthy 

judgment as to what is objectively right. Now it seems plain that if we have 

given to such a question the amount and kind of consideration which is 

objectively right, and we then do what appears to us objectively right, our 

action is, in some sense, subjectively right, although it may be objectively 

wrong. Our action could certainly not be called a sin, and might even be 

highly virtuous, in spite of its objective wrongness. It is these notions of what 

is sinful and what is virtuous that we have now to consider.  

§20. 

The first suggestion that naturally occurs is that an act is subjectively right 

when it is judged by the agent to be objectively right, and subjectively wrong 

when it is judged to be objectively wrong. I do not mean that it is subjectively 

right when the agent judges that it is the act which, of all that are possible, will 

probably have the best results; for the agent may not accept our above account 

of objective rightness. I mean merely that it is the one towards which he has 

the judgment of approval. A man may judge an act to be right without judging 

that its consequences will be probably the best possible; I only contend that, 

when he truly judges it to be right, then its consequences will probably be the 

best possible. But his judgment as to what is objectively right may err, not 

only by a wrong estimate of probable consequences, or by failing to think of 

an act which he might have thought of, but also by a wrong theory as to what 

constitutes objective rightness. In other words, the definition I gave of 

objective rightness is not meant as an analysis of the meaning of the word, but 

as a mark which in fact attaches to all objectively right actions and to no 

others.  

We are to consider then the suggestion that an act is moral when the agent 

approves it and immoral when he disapproves it; using moral to mean 

subjectively right and immoral to mean subjectively wrong. This suggestion, it 

is plain, will not stand without much modification. In the first place, we often 

hold it immoral to approve some things and disapprove others, unless there are 

special circumstances to excuse such approval or disapproval. In the second 

place, unreflecting acts, in which there is no judgment either of approval or 

disapproval, are often moral or immoral. For both these reasons the suggested 

definition must be regarded as inadequate.  
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§21. 

The doctrine that an act is never immoral when the agent thinks it right has the 

drawback (or the advantage) that it excuses almost all the acts which would be 

commonly condemned. Very few people deliberately do what, at the moment, 

they believe to be wrong; usually they first argue themselves into a belief that 

what they wish to do is right. They decide that it is their duty to teach so-and-

so a lesson, that their rights have been grossly infringed that if they take no 

revenge there will be an encouragement to injustice, that without a moderate 

indulgence in pleasure a character cannot develop in the best way, and so on 

and so on. Yet we do not cease to blame them on that account. Of course it 

may be said that a belief produced by a course of self-deception is not a 

genuine belief, and that the people who invent such excuses for themselves 

know all the while that the truth is the other way. Up to a point this is no doubt 

true, though I doubt if it is always true. There are, however, other cases of 

mistaken judgment as to what is right, where the judgment is certainly 

genuine, and yet we blame the agent. These are cases of thoughtlessness, 

where a man remembers consequences to himself, but forgets consequences to 

others. In such a case he may judge correctly and honestly on all the data that 

he remembers, yet if he were a better man he would remember more data. 

Most of the actions commonly condemned as selfish probably come under this 

head. Hence we must admit that an act may be immoral, even if the agent 

quite genuinely judges that it is right.  

Unreflecting acts, again, in which there is no judgment as to right or wrong, 

are often praised or blamed. Acts of generosity, for example, are more 

admired when they are impulsive than when they result from reflection. I 

cannot think of any act which is more blamed when it is impulsive than when 

it is deliberate; but certainly many impulsive acts are blamed—for example, 

such as spring from an impulse of malice or cruelty  

§22. 

In all these cases where reflection is absent, and also in the case of inadequate 

reflection, it may be said that blame does not belong properly to the act, but 

rather to the character revealed by the act, or, if to some acts, then to those 

previous deliberate acts by which the character has been produced which has 

resulted in the present act. The cases of self-deception would then be 

dismissed on the ground that the self-deceiver never really believes what he 

wishes to believe. We could then retain our original definition, that a moral act 
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is one which the agent judges to be right, while an immoral one is one which 

he judges to be wrong. But I do not think this would accord with what most 

people really mean. I rather think that a moral act should be defined as one 

which the agent would have judged to be right if he had considered the 

question candidly and with due care; if, that is to say, he had examined the 

data before him with a view to discovering what was right, and not with a 

view to proving such and such a course to be right. If an act is unimportant, 

and at the same time not obviously less right than some obvious alternative, 

we shall consider it neither moral nor immoral; for in such a case the act does 

not deserve careful consideration. The amount of care which a decision 

deserves depends upon its importance and difficulty; in the case of a statesman 

advocating a new policy, for example, years of deliberation may sometimes be 

necessary to excuse him from the charge of levity. But with less important 

acts, it is usually right to decide even when further reflection might show the 

present decision to be erroneous. Thus there is a certain amount of reflection 

appropriate to various acts, while some right acts are best when they spring 

from impulse (though these are such as reflection would approve). We may 

therefore say that an act is moral when it is one which the agent would judge 

to be right after an appropriate amount of candid thought, or, in the case of 

acts which are best when they are unreflecting, after the amount and kind of 

thought requisite to form a first opinion. An act is immoral when the agent 

would judge it to be wrong after an appropriate amount of reflection. It is 

neither moral nor immoral when it is unimportant and a small amount of 

reflection would not suffice to show whether it was right or wrong.  

§23. 

We may now sum up or discussion of right and wrong. When a man asks 

himself: What ought I to do? he is asking what conduct is right in an objective 

sense. He cannot mean: What ought a person to do who holds my views as to 

what a person ought to do? for his views as to what a person ought to do are 

what will constitute his answer to the question What ought I to do? But the 

onlooker, who thinks that the man has answered this question wrongly, may 

nevertheless hold that, in acting upon his answer, the manwas acting rightly in 

a second, subjective, sense. This second sort of right action we call moral 

action. We held that an action is moral when the agent would judge it to be 

right after an appropriate amount of candid thought, or after a small amount in 

the case of acts which are best when they are unreflecting; the appropriate 

amount of thought being dependent upon the difficulty and importance of the 

decision. And we held that an action is right when, of all that are possible, it is 
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the one which will probably have the best results. There are many other 

meanings of right; but these seem to be the meanings required for answering 

the questions: What ought I to do? and What acts are immoral?  

 

 

IV. Determinism and Morals. 

§24. 

The importance to ethics of the free-will question is a subject upon which 

there has existed almost as much diversity of opinion as on the free-will 

question itself. It has been urged by advocates of free-will that its denial 

involves the denial of merit and demerit, and that, with the denial of these, 

ethics collapses. It has been urged on the other side that, unless we can forsee, 

at least partially, the consequences of our actions, it is impossible to know 

what course we ought to take under any given circumstances; and that if other 

people's actions cannot be in any degree predicted, the foresight required for 

rational action becomes impossible. I do not propose, in the following 

discussion, to go into the free-will controversy itself. The grounds in favour of 

determinism appear to me overwhelming, and I shall content myself with a 

brief indication of these grounds. The question I am concerned with is not the 

freewill question itself, but the question how, if at all, morals are affected by 

assuming determinism.  

In considering this question, as in most of the other problems of ethics, the 

moralist who has not had a philosophical training appears to me to go astray, 

and become involved in needless complications, through supposing that right 

and wrong in conduct are the ultimate conceptions of ethics, rather than good 

and bad, in the effects of conduct and in other things. The words good and bad 

are used both for the sort of conduct which is right or wrong, and for the sort 

of effects to be expected from right and wrong conduct, respectively. We 

speak of a good picture, a good dinner, and so on, as well as of a good action. 

But there is a great difference between these two meanings of good. Roughly 

speaking, a good action is one of which the probable effects are good in the 

other sense. It is confusing to have two meanings for one word, and we 

therefore agreed in the previous section to speak of a right action rather than a 

good action. In order to decide whether an action is right, it is necessary, as 
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we have seen, to consider its probable effects. If the probable effects are, on 

the whole, better than those of any other action which is possible under the 

circumstances, then the action is right. The things that are good are things 

which, on their own account, and apart from any consideration of their effects, 

we ought to wish to see in existence: they are such things as, we may suppose, 

might make the world appear to the Creator worth creating. I do not wish to 

deny that right conduct is among the things that are good on their own 

account; but if it is so, it depends for its intrinsic goodness upon the goodness 

of those other things which it aims at producing, such as love or happiness. 

Thus the rightness of conduct is not the fundamental conception upon which 

ethics is built up. This fundamental conception is intrinsic goodness or 

badness.  

As the outcome of our discussions in the previous section, I shall assume the 

following definitions. The objectively right action, in any circumstances, is 

that action which, of all that are possible, gives us, when account is taken of 

all available data, the greatest expectation of probable good effects, or the 

least expectation of probable bad effects. The subjectively right or moral 

action is that one which will be judged by the agent to be objectively right if 

he devotes to the question an appropriate amount of candid thought, or, in the 

case of actions that ought to be impulsive, a small amount. The appropriate 

amount of thought depends on the importance ofthe action and the difficulty 

of the decision. An act is neither moral nor immoral when it is unimportant, 

and a small amount of reflection would not suffice to show whether it was 

right or wrong. After these preliminaries, we can pass to the consideration of 

our main topic.  

§25. 

The principle of causality—that every event is determined by previous events, 

and can (theoretically) be predicted when enough previous events are 

known—appears to apply just as much to human actions as to other events. It 

cannot be said that its application to human actions, or to any other 

phenomena, is wholly beyond doubt; but a doubt extending to the principle of 

causality must be so fundamental as to involve all science, all everyday 

knowledge, and everything, or almost everything, that we believe about the 

actual world. If causality is doubted, morals collapse, since a right action, as 

we have seen, is one of which the probable effects are the best possible, so 

that estimates of right and wrong necessarily presuppose that our actions can 

have effects, and therefore that the law of causality holds. In favour of the 

http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/section-iii
http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/art.25


view that human actions alone are not the effects of causes, there appears to be 

no ground whatever except the sense of spontaneity. But the sense of 

spontaneity only affirms that we can do as we choose, and choose as we 

please, which no determinist denies; it cannot affirm that our choice is 

independent of all motives, and indeed introspection tends rather to show the 

opposite. It is said by the advocates of free-will that determinism destroys 

morals, since it shows that all our actions are inevitable, and that therefore 

they deserve neither praise nor blame. Let us consider how far, if at all, this is 

the case.  

§25, n. 1: A motive means merely a cause of volition. ↩ 

§25, n. 2: I use freewill to mean the doctrine that not all volitions are 

determined by causes, which is the denial of determinism. Freewill is often 

used in senses compatible with determinism, but I am not concerned to affirm 

or deny it in such senses. ↩ 

§26. 

The part of ethics which is concerned, not with conduct, but with the meaning 

of good and bad, and the things that are intrinsically good and bad, is plainly 

quite independent of freewill. Causality belongs to the description ofthe 

existing world, and we saw that no inference can be drawn from what exists to 

what is good. Whether, then, causality holds always, sometimes, or never is a 

question wholly irrelevant in the consideration of intrinsic goods and evils. 

But when we come to conduct and the notion of ought, we cannot be sure that 

determinism makes no difference. For we saw that the objectively right action 

may be defined as that one which, of all that are possible under the 

circumstances, will probably on the whole have the best consequences. The 

action which is objectively right must therefore be in some sense possible. But 

if determinism is true, there is a sense in which no action is possible except the 

one actually performed. Hence, if the two senses of possibility are the same, 

the action actually performed is always objectively right; for it is the only 

possible action, and therefore there is no other possible action which would 

have better results. There is here, I think, a real difficulty. But let us consider 

the various kinds of possibility which may be meant.  

In order that an act may be a possible act, it must be physically possible to 

perform, it must be possible to think of, and it must be possible to choose if 

we think of it. Physical possibility, to begin with, is obviously necessary. 
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There are circumstances under which I might do a great deal of good by 

running from Oxford to London in five minutes. But I should not be called 

unwise, or guilty of an objectively wrong act, for omitting to do so. We may 

define an act as physically possible when it will occur if I will it. Acts for 

which this condition fails are not to be taken account of in estimating rightness 

or wrongness.  

§27. 

To judge whether an act is possible to think of is more difficult, but we 

certainly take account of it in judging what a man ought to do. There is no 

physical impossibility about employing one’s spare moments in writing lyric 

poems better than any yet written, and this would certainly be a more useful 

employment than most people find for their spare moments. But we do not 

blame people for not writing lyric poems unless, like FitzGerald, they are 

people that we feel could have written them. And not only do we not blame 

them, but we feel that their action may be objectively as well as subjectively 

right. if it is the wisest that they could have thought of. But what they could 

have thought of is not the same as what they did think of. Suppose a man in a 

fire or a shipwreck becomes so panic-stricken that he never for a moment 

thinks of the help that is due to other people, we do not on that account hold 

that he does right in only thinking of himself. Hence in some sense (though it 

is not quite clear what this sense is), some of the courses of action which a 

man does not think of are regarded as possible for him to think of, though 

others are admittedly impossible.  

There is thus a sense in which it must be possible to think of an action, if we 

are to hold that it is objectively wrong not to perform the action. There is also, 

if determinism is true, a sense in which it is not possible to think of any action 

except those which we do think of. But it is questionable whether these two 

senses of possibility are the same. A man who inds that his house is on fire 

may run out of it in a panic without thinking of warning the other inmates; but 

we feel, rightly or wrongly, that it was possible for him to think of warning 

them in a sense in which it is not possible or a prosaic person to think of a 

lyric poem. It may be that we are wrong in feeling this difference, and that 

what really distinguishes the two cases is dependence on past decisions. That 

is to say, we may recognize that no different choice among alternatives 

thought of at any time would have turned an ordinary man into a good lyric 

poet; but that most men, by suitably choosing among alternatives actually 

thought of, can acquire the sort of character which will lead them to remember 
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their neighbours in a fire. And if a man engages in some useful occupation of 

which a natural effect is to destroy his nerve, we may conceivably hold that 

this excuses his panic in an emergency. In such a point, it would seem that our 

judgment may really be dependent on the view we take as to the existence of 

freewill; for the believer in freewill cannot allow any such excuse.  

If we try to state the difference we feel between the case of the lyric poems 

and the case of the fire, it seems to come to this: that we do not hold an act 

objectively wrong when it would have required that we recognize as a special 

aptitude in order to think of a better act, and when we believe that the agent 

did not possess this aptitude. But this distinction seems to imply that thereis 

not such a thing as a special aptitude for this or that virtue; a view which 

cannot, I think, be maintained. An aptitude for generosity or for kindness may 

be as much a natural gift as an aptitude for poetry; and an aptitude for poetry 

may be as much improved by practice as an aptitude for kindness or 

generosity. Thus it would seem that there is no sense in which it is possible to 

think of some actions which in fact we do not think of, but impossible to think 

of others, except the sense that the ones we regard as possible would have 

been thought of if a different choice among alternatives actually thought of 

had been made on some previous occasion. We shall then modify our previous 

definition of the objectively right action by saying that it is the probably most 

beneficial among these that occur to the agent at the moment of choice. But 

we shall hold that, in certain cases, the fact that a more beneficial alternative 

does not occur to him is evidence of a wrong choice on some previous 

occasion.  

§28. 

But since occasions of choice do often arise, and since there certainly is a 

sense in which it is possible to choose any one of a number of different actions 

as right and some as wrong. Our previous definitions of objectively right 

actions and of moral actions still hold, with the modification that, among 

physically possible actions, only those which we actually think of are to be 

regarded as possible. When several alternative actions present themselves, it is 

certain that we can both do which we choose, and chose which we will. In this 

sense all the alternatives are possible. What determinism maintains is, that our 

will to choose this or that alternative is the effect of antecedents; but this does 

not prevent our will from being itself a cause of other effects. And the sense in 

which different decisions are possible seems sufficient to distinguish some 

actions as right and some as wrong, some as moral and some as immoral.  
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Connected with this is another sense in which, when we deliberate, either 

decision is possible. The fact that we judge one course objectively right may 

be the cause of our choosing this course: thus, before we have decided as to 

which course we think right, either is possible in the sense that either ill result 

from our decision as to which we think right. This sense of possibility is 

important to the moralist, and illustrates the fact that determinism does not 

make moral deliberation futile.  

§29. 

Determinism does not, therefore, destroy the distinction of right and wrong; 

and we saw before that it does not destroy the distinction of good and bad: we 

shall still be able to regard some people as better than others, and some actions 

as more right than others. But it is said that praise and blame and 

responsibility are destroyed by determinism. When a madman commits what 

in a sane man we should call a crime, we do not blame him, partly because he 

probably cannot judge rightly as to consequences, but partly also because we 

feel that he could not have done otherwise: if all men are really in the position 

of the madman, it would seem that all ought to escape blame. But I think the 

question of choice really decides as to praise and blame. The madman, we 

believe (excluding the case of wrong judgment as to consequences), did not 

choose beteen different courses, but was impelled by a blind impulse. The 

sane man who (say) commits a murder has, on the contrary, either at the time 

of the murder or at some earlier time, chosen the worst of two or more 

alternatives that occurred to him; and it is for this we blame him. It is true that 

the two cases merge into each other, and the madman may be blamed if he has 

become mad in consequence of self-indulgence. But it is right that the two 

cases should not be too sharply distinguished, for we know how hard it often 

is in practice to decide whether people are what is called responsible for their 

actions. It is sufficient that there is a distinction, and that it can be applied 

easily in most cases, though there are marginal cases which present 

difficulties. We apply praise or blame, then, and we attribute responsibility, 

where a man, having to exercise choice, has chosen wrongly; and this sense of 

praise or blame is not destroyed by determinism.  

§30. 

Determinism, then, does not in any way interfere with morals. It is worth 

noticing that freewill, on the contrary, would interfere most seriously, if 

anybody really believed in it. People never do, as a matter of fact, believe that 

http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/art.29
http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/art.26
http://fair-use.org/bertrand-russell/the-elements-of-ethics/art.30


anyone else’s actions are not determined by motives, however much they may 

think themselves free. Bradshaw consists entirely of predictions as to the 

actions of engine-drivers; but no one doubts Bradshaw on the ground that the 

volition of engine-drivers are not governed by motives. If we really believed 

that other people’s actions did not have causes, we could never try to influence 

other people’s actions; for such influence can only result if we know, more or 

less, what causes will produce the actions we desire. If we could never try to 

influence other people’s actions, no man could try to get elected to Parliament, 

or ask a woman to marry him: argument, exhortation, and command would 

become mere idle breath. Thus almost all the actions with which morality is 

concerned would become irrational, rational action would be wholly precluded 

from trying to influence people’s volitions, and right and wrong would be 

interfered with in a way in which determinism certainly does not interfere with 

them. Most morality absolutely depends upon the assumption that volitions 

have causes, and nothing in morals is destroyed by this assumption.  

Most people, it is true, do not hold the freewill doctrine in so extreme a form 

as that against which we have been arguing. They would hold that most of a 

man’s actions have causes, but that some few, say one per cent, are uncaused 

spontaneous assertions of will. If this view is taken, unless we can mark off 

the one per cent of volitions which are uncaused, every inference as to human 

actions is infected with what we may call one per cent of doubt. This, it must 

be admitted, would not matter much in practice, because, on other grounds, 

there will usually be at least one per cent of doubt in predictions as to human 

actions. But from the standpoint of theory there is a wide difference: the sort 

of doubt that must be admitted in any case is a sort which is capable of 

indefinite diminution, while the sort derived from the possible intervention of 

freewill is absolute and ultimate. In so far, therefore, as the possibility of 

uncaused volitions comes in, all the consequences above pointed out follow; 

and in so far as it does not come in, determinism holds. Thus one per cent of 

free will has one per cent of the objectionableness of absolute freewill; and 

has also only one per cent of the ethical consequences.  

In fact, however, no one really holds that right acts are uncaused. It wouldbe a 

monstrous paradox to say that a man’s decision ought not to be influenced by 

his belief as to what is his duty; yet, if he allows himself to decide on an act 

because he believes it to be his duty, his decision has a motive, i.e. a cause, 

and is not free in the only sense in which the determinist must deny freedom. 

It would seem, therefore, that the objections to determinism are mainly 

attributable to misunderstanding of its purport. Hence, finally it is not 
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determinism but freewill that has subversive consequences. There is therefore 

no reason to regret that the grounds in favour of determinism are 

overwhelmingly strong.  

 

V. Egoism. 

§31. 

We have next to consider an objection to the view that objective rightness 

consists in probably having the best consequences on the whole. The objection 

I mean is that of egoism: that a man’s first duty is to himself, and that to 

secure his own good is more imperative than to secure other people’s. 

Extensions of this view are, that a man should prefer the interest of his family 

to that of strangers, of his countrymen to that of foreigners, or of his friends to 

that of his enemies. All these views have in common the belief that, quite 

apart from practicability, the ends which one man ought to pursue are different 

from those which another man ought to pursue.  

Egoism has several different meanings. It may mean that every man is 

psychologically bound to pursue his own good exclusively; it may mean that 

every man will achieve the best result on the whole by pursuing his own good; 

it may mean that his own good is the only thing a man ought to think good; 

and it may mean, lastly, that there is no such thing as the general good at all, 

but only individual goods, and that each man is only concerned with what is 

good for himself. These meanings all presuppose that we know what is meant 

by my good; but this is not an easy conception to define clearly. I shall 

therefore begin by considering what it is capable of meaning.  

§32. 

My good is a phrase capable of many different meanings. It may mean any 

good that I desire, whether this has any further special relation to me or not. 

Or, again, it may mean my pleasure, or any state of mind in me which is good. 

Or it may include honour and respect from others, or anything which is a good 

and has some relation to me in virtue of which it can be considered mine. The 

two meanings with which we shall be concerned are: (1) any good I desire, (2) 

any good having to me some relation other than that I desire it, which it does 
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not have to others, of the kind which makes it mine, as my pleasure, my 

reputation, my learning, my virtue, etc.  

The theory that every man is psychologically bound to pursue his own good 

exclusively is, I think, inconsistent with known facts of human nature, unless 

my good is taken in the sense of something which I desire, and even then I do 

not necessarily pursue what I desire most strongly. The important point is, that 

what I desire has not necessarily any such other relation to me as would make 

it any good in the second of the above senses. This is the point which must 

now occupy us.  

If my good means a good which is mine in some other sense than that I desire 

it, then I think it can be shown that my good is by no means the only object of 

my actions. There is a common confusion in people's thoughts on this subject, 

namely the following: If I desire anything, its attainment will give me more or 

less pleasure, and its non-attainment will givem e more or less pain. Hence it 

is inferred that I desire it on account of the pleasure it would give me, and not 

on its own account. But this is to put the cart before the horse. The pleasure 

we get from things usually depends upon our having had a desire which they 

satisfy; the pleasures of eating and drinking, for example, depend upon hunger 

and thirst. Or take, again, the pleasure people get from the victory of their own 

party in a contest. Other people would derive just the same pleasure from the 

victory of the opposite party; in each case the pleasure depends for its 

existence on the desire, and would not exist if the desire had not existed. Thus 

we cannot say that people only desire pleasure. They desire all kinds of things, 

and pleasures come from desiresmuch oftener than desires from imagined 

pleasures. Thus the mere fact that a man will derive some pleasure from 

achieving his object is no reason for saying that his desire is self-centred.  

§33. 

Such arguments are necessary for the refutation of those who hold it to be 

obvious a priori that every man must always pursue his own good exclusively. 

But, as is often the case with refutations of a priori theories, there is an air of 

logic-chopping about a discussion as to whether desire or the pleasure 

expected from its satisfaction ought to have priority. Let us leave these 

questions, and consider whether, as a matter of fact, people’s actions can be 

explained on the egoistic hypothesis. The most obvious instances to the 

contrary are, of course, cases of self-sacrifice—of men to their country, for 

example, or of parents to children. But these instances are so obvious that the 
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egoistic theory is ready with an answer. It will maintain that, in such cases, the 

people who make the sacrifice would not be happy if they did not make it, that 

they desire the applause of men or of their own consciences, that they find in 

the moment of sacrifice an exaltation which realizes their highest self, etc., 

etc., etc. Let us examine these arguments. It is said that the people in question 

would not be happy if they did not make the sacrifice. This is often false in 

fact, but we may let that pass. Why would they not be happy? Either because 

others would think less well of them, or because they themselves would feel 

pangs of conscience, or because they genuinely desired the object to be 

attained by their sacrifice and could not be happy without it. In the last case 

they have admittedly a desire not centred in self; the supposed effect upon 

their happiness is due to the desire, and would not otherwise exist, so that the 

effect upon happiness cannot be brought into account for the desire. But if 

people may have desires for things that lie outside their ego, then such desires, 

like others, may determine action, and it is possible to pursue an object which 

is not my good in any sense except that I desire and pursue it. Thus, in all 

cases of self-sacrifice, those who hold the egoistic theory will have to 

maintain that the outside end secured by the self-sacrifice is not desired. When 

a soldier sacrifices his life he does not desire the victory of his country, and so 

on. This is already sufficiently preposterous, and sufficiently contrary to plain 

fact. But it is not enough. Assuming that this is the case, let us suppose that 

self-sacrifice is dictated, not by desire for any outside end, but by fear of the 

disapproval of others. If this were so there would be no self-sacrifice if no-one 

would know of its non-performance. A man who saw another drowning would 

not try to save him if he was sure that no one would see him not jumping into 

the water. This also is plainly contrary to fact. It may be said that the desire for 

approval, as well as the fear of disapproval, ought to be taken into account; 

and a man can always make sure of approval by judicious boasting. But men 

have made sacrifices universally disapproved, for example, in maintaining 

unpopular opinions; and very many have made sacrifices of which an essential 

part was that they should not be mentioned. Hence the defender of 

psychological egoism is driven back on the approval of conscience as the 

motive to an act of self-sacrifice. But it is really impossible to believe that all 

who deny themselves are so destitute of rational foresight as this theory 

implies. The pangs of conscience are to most people a very endurable pain, 

and practice in wrong-doing rapidly diminishes them. And if the act of self-

denial involves the loss of life, the rapture of self-approbation, which the 

virtuous man is supposed to be seeking, must in any case be very brief. I 

conclude that the psychology of egoism is only produced by the exigencies of 



a wrong theory, and is not in accordance with the facts of observable human 

nature.  

Thus when we consider human actions and desires apart from preconceived 

theories, it is obvious that most of them are objective and have no direct 

reference to self. If my good means an object belonging to me in the sense of 

being a state of my mind, or a whole of which a state of my mind is a part, or 

what others think about me, then it is false that I can only desire or pursue my 

own good. The only sense in which it is true is when my good is taken to 

mean what I desire; but what I desire need not have any other connection with 

myself, except that I desire it. Thus there is no truth in the doctrine that all 

men do, as a matter of fact, only desire or pursue objects specially related to 

themselves in any way except as objects desired or pursued.  

§34. 

The next form of egoism to be considered is the doctrine that every man will 

best serve the general good by pursuing his own. There is a comfortable 

eighteenth-century flavour about this doctrine--it suggests a good income, a 

good digestion, and an enviable limitation of sympathy. We may admit at once 

that in a well-ordered world it would be true, and even that, as society 

becomes better organized, it becomes progressively truer, since rewards will 

more and more be attached to useful actions. And in so far as a man's own 

good is more in his control than other people's, his actions will rightly concern 

themselves more with it than with other people's. For the same reason he will 

be more concerned with the good of his family than with that of people with 

whom he has less to do, and more with the good of his own country than with 

that of foreign countries. But the scope of such considerations is strictly 

limited, and everyone can easily find in his own experience cases where the 

general good has been served by what at any rate appears to be a self-sacrifice. 

If such cases are to be explained away, it is necessary to alter the conception 

of my own good in a way which destroys the significance of the doctrine we 

are considering. It may be said, for example, that the greatest of goods is a 

virtuous life. It will then follow that whoever lives a virtuous life secures for 

himself the greatest of goods. But if the doctrine means to assert, as it usually 

does, that self-centred desires, if they are prudent and enlightened, will suffice 

to produce the most useful conduct, then a refutation may be obtained either 

from common experience or from any shining example of public merit. The 

reformer is almost always a man who has strong desires for objects quite 

unconnected with himself; and indeed this is a characteristic of all who are not 
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petty-minded. I think the doctrine depends for its plausibility, like 

psychological egoism, upon regarding every object which I desire as my good, 

and supposing that it must be mine in some other sense than that I desire it.  

§35. 

The doctrine that my good is the only thing that I ought to think good can only 

be logically maintained by those who hold that I ought to believe what is false. 

For if I am right in thinking that my good is the only good, then everyone else 

is mistaken unless he admits that my good, not his, is the only good. But this 

is an admission which I can scarcely hope that others will be willing to make.  

But what is really intended is, as a rule, to deny that there is any such thing as 

the general good at all. This doctrine cannot be logically refuted, unless by 

discovering in those who maintain it some opinion which implies the opposite. 

If a man were to maintain that there were no such thing as colour, for 

example, we should be unable to disprove his position, provided he was 

careful to think out its implications. As a matter of fact, however, everybody 

does hold opinions which imply a general good. Everybody judges that some 

sorts of communities are better than others; and most people who affirm that 

when they say a thing is good they mean merely that they desire it, would 

admit that it is better two people's desires should be satisfied than only one 

person's. In some such way people fail to carry out the doctrine that there is no 

such concept as good; and if there is such a concept, then what is good is not 

good for me or for you, but is simply good. The denial that there is such a 

thing as good in an impersonal sense is only possible, therefore, to those who 

are content to have no ethics at all.  

§36. 

It is possible to hold that, although there is such a thing as the general good, 

and although this is not always best served by pursuing my own good, yet it is 

always right to pursue my own good exclusively. This doctrine is not now 

often held as regards individuals; but in international politics it is commonly 

held as regards nations. Many Englishmen and many Germans would admit 

that it is right for an English statesman to pursue exlusively the good of 

England, and a German the good of Germany, even if that good is to be 

attained by greater injury to the other. It is difficult to see what grounds there 

can be for such a view. If good is to be pursued at all, it can hardly be relevant 

who is going to enjoy the good. It would be as reasonable for a man on 
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Sundays to think only of his welfare on future Sundays, and on Mondays to 

think only of Mondays. The doctrine, in fact, seems to have no merit except 

that it justifies acts otherwise unjustifiable. It is, indeed, so evident that it is 

better to secure a greater good for A than a lesser good for B, that it is hard to 

find any still more evident principle by which to prove this. And if A happens 

to be someone else, and B to be myself, that cannot affect the question,since it 

is irrelevant to the general maxim who A and B may be.  

If no form of egoism is valid, it follows that an act which ought to be 

performed may involve a self-sacrifice not compensated by any personal good 

acquired by means of such an act. So unwilling, however, are people to admit 

self-sacrifice as an ultimate duty that they will often defend theological 

dogmas on the ground that such dogmas reconcile self-interest with duty. Such 

reconciliations, it should be observed, are in any case merely external; they do 

not show that duty means the pursuit of one's own interest, but only that the 

acts which it dictates are those that further one's own interest. Thus when it is 

pretended that there are logical grounds making such reconciliations 

imperative, we must reply that the logical purpose aimed at could only be 

secured by showing that duty means the same as self-interest. It is sometimes 

said that the two maxims, You ought to aim at producing the greatest possible 

good and You ought to pursue your own interest, are equally evident; and each 

is supposed to be true in all possible circumstances and in all possible worlds. 

But if that were the case, a world where self-interest and the general good 

might conflict ought not only to be non-existent, but inconceivable; yet so far 

is it from being inconceivable, that many people conceive it to be exemplified 

in the actual world. Hence the view that honesty is the best policy may be a 

comfort to the reluctant saint, but cannot be a solution to the perplexed 

logician. The notion, therefore, that a good God or a future life can be 

logically inferred to remove the apparent conflict of self-interest and the 

general good is quite unwarrantable. If there were a logical puzzle, it could 

only be removed by showing that self-interest and the general good mean the 

same thing, not by showing that they coincide in fact. But if the above 

discussion has been sound, there is no logical puzzle: we ought to pursue the 

general good, and when this conflicts with self-interest, self-interest ought to 

give way.  

 

VI. Methods of Estimating Goods and Evils. 



§ 37. 

In order to complete our account of ethics, it would be natural to give a list of 

the principal goods and evils of which we have experience. I shall, however, 

not attempt to give such a list, since I hold that the reader is probably quite as 

capable as I am of judging what things are good and what bad. All that I 

propose to do in this section is to examine the view that we can never know 

what is good and what bad, and to suggest methods to be employed and 

fallacies to be avoided in considering intrinsic goodness or badness.  

There is a widespread ethical scepticism, which is based upon observation of 

men's differences in regard to ethical questions. It is said that A thinks one 

thing good, and B thinks another, and there is no possible way in which either 

can persuade the other that he is wrong. Hence, it is concluded, the whole 

thing is really only a matter of taste, and it is a waste of time to ask which is 

right when two people differ in a judgment of value.  

It would be absurd to deny that, as compared with physical science, ethics 

does suffer from a measure of the defect which such sceptics allege. It must be 

admitted that ultimately the judgment this thing is good or that thing is bad 

must be an immediate judgment, which results merely from considering the 

thing appraised, and cannot be proved by any argument that would appeal to a 

man who had passed an opposite immediate judgment. I think it must also be 

admitted that, even after every possible precaution against error has been 

taken, people's immediate judgments of value do still differ more or less. But 

such immediate differences seem to me to be the exception: most of the actual 

differences are of a kind which argument might lessen, since usually the 

opinion held is either one of which the opposite is demonstrable or one which 

is falsely believed to be itself demonstrable. This second alternative embraces 

all false beliefs held because they flow from a false theory; and such beliefs, 

though often the direct contraries of what immediate inspection would lead to, 

are apt to be a complete bar to inspection. This is a very familiar phenomenon. 

Sydney Smith, believed to be always witty, sys pass the mustard, and the 

whole table is convulsed with laughter. Much wrong judgment in ethics is of 

this nature.  

§ 38. 

In regard to the things that are good or bad, in themselves, and not merely on 

account of their effects, there are two opposite errors of this sort to be 
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avoided—the one the error of the philosopher, the other that of the moralist. 

The philosopher, bent on the construction of a system, is inclined to simplify 

the facts unduly, to give them a symmetry which is fictitious, and to twist 

them into a form in which they can all be deduced from one or two general 

principles. The moralist, on the other hand, being primarily concerned with 

conduct, tends to become absorbed in means, to value the actions men ought 

to perform more than the ends which such actions serve. This latter error—for 

in theorizing it is an error—is so forced upon us by the exigencies of practice 

that we may easily come to feel the ultimate ends of life far less important 

than the proximate and intermediate purposes which we consciously 

endeavour to realize. And hence most of what they value in this world would 

have to be omitted by many moralists from any imagined heaven, because 

there such things as self-denial and effort and courage and pity could find no 

place. The philosopher’s error is less common than the moralists’s, because 

the love of system and of the intellectual satisfaction of a deductive edifice is 

rarer than the love of virtue. But among writers on ethics the philosopher’s 

error occurs oftener than the other, because such writers are almost always 

among the few men who have the love of system. Kant has the bad eminence 

of combining both errors in the highest possible degree, since he holds that 

there is nothing good except the virtuous will—a view which simplifies the 

good as much as any philosopher could wish and mistakes means for ends as 

completely as any moralist could enjoin.  

§ 39. 

The moralist’s fallacy illustrates another important point. The immediate 

judgments which are required in ethics concern intrinsic goods and evils, not 

right and wrong conduct. I do not wish to deny that people have immediate 

judgments of right and wrong, nor yet that in action it is usually moral to 

follow such judgments. What I mean is that such judgments are not among 

those which ethics must accept without proof, provided that (whether by the 

suggestions of such judgments or otherwise) we have accepted some such 

general connection of right action with good consequences as was advocated 

in Section III. For then, if we know what is good and bad, we can discover 

what is right and wrong; hence in regard to right and wrong it is unnecessary 

to rely upon immediate inspection—a method which must be allowed some 

scope, but should be allowed as little as possible.  

I think when attention is clearly confined to good and bad, as opposed to right 

and wrong, the amount of disagreement between different people is seen to be 
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much less than might at first be thought. Right and wrong, since they depend 

upon consequences, will vary as men’s circumstances vary, and will largely be 

affected, in particular, by men’s beliefs about right and wrong, since many 

acts will in all likelihood have a worse effect if they are generally believed to 

be right, while with some acts the opposite is the case. (For example, a man 

who, in exceptional circumstances, acts contrary to a received and generally 

true moral rule, is more likely to be right if he will be thought to be wrong, for 

then his actions will have less tendency to weaken the authority of the rule.) 

Thus differences as regards rules of right action are not a ground for 

scepticism, provided the different rules are held in different societies. Yet such 

differences are in practice a very powerful solvent of ethical beliefs.  

§ 40. 

Some differences as to what is good in itself must, however, be acknowledged 

even when all possible care has been taken to consider the question by itself. 

For example, retributive punishment, as opposed to deterrant or reformative 

punishment, was almost universally considered good until a recent time; yet in 

our own day it is very generally condemned. Hell can only be justified if 

retributive punishment is good; and the decay of a belief in hell appears to be 

mainly due to a change of feeling on this point.  

But even where there seems to be a difference as to ends, this difference is 

often due to some theory on one side or on both, and not to immediate 

inspection. Thus in the case of hell, people may reason, consciously or 

unconsciously, that revelation shows that God created hell, and that therefore 

retributive punishment must be good; and this argument doubtless influences 

many who would otherwise hold retributive punishment to be bad. Where 

there is such an influence we do not have a genuine difference in an 

immediate judgment as to intrinsic good or bad; and in fact such differences 

are, I believe, very rare indeed.  

§ 41. 

A source of apparent differences is that some things which in isolation are bad 

or indifferent are essential ingredients in what is good as a whole, and some 

things which are good or indifferent are essential ingredients in what is bad as 

a whole. In such cases we judge differently according as we are considering a 

thing in isolation or as an ingredient in some larger whole. To judge whether a 

thing is in itself good, we have to ask ourselves whether we should value it if 
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it existed otherwise than as an ingredient in some larger whole. To judge 

whether a thing is in itself good, we have to ask ourselves whether we should 

value it if it existed otherwise than as an ingredient in some whole which we 

value. But to judge whether a thing ought to exist, we have to consider 

whether it is a part of some whole which we value so much that we prefer the 

existence of the whole with its possibly bad part to the existence of neither. 

Thus compassion is a good of which someone’s misfortune is an essential 

part; envy is an evil of which someone’s good is an essential part. Hence the 

position of some optimists, that all the evil in the world is necessary to 

constitute the best possible whole, is not logically absurd, though there is, so 

far as I know, no evidence in its favour. Similarly the view that all the good is 

an unavoidable ingredient in the worst possible whole is not logically absurd; 

but this view, not being agreeable, has found no advocates.  

Even where none of the parts of a good whole are bad, or of a bad whole 

good, it often happens that the value of a complex whole annot be measured 

by adding together the values of its parts; the whole is often better or worse 

than the sum of the values of its parts. In all aesthetic pleasures, for example, 

it is important that the object admired should really be beautiful; in the 

admiration of what is ugly there is something ridiculous, or even repulsive, 

although, apart from the object, there may be no difference in the value of the 

emotion per se. And yet, apart from the admiration it may produce, a beautiful 

object, if it is inanimate, appears to be neither good nor bad. Thus in 

themselves an ugly object and the emotion it excites in people of bad taste 

may be respectively just as good as a beautiful object and the emotion it 

excites in a person of good taste; yet we consider the enjoyment of what is 

beautiful to be better, as a whole, than an exactly similar enjoyment of what is 

ugly. If we did not we should be foolish not to encourage bad taste, since ugly 

objects are much easier to produce than beautiful ones. In like manner, we 

consider it better to love a good person than a bad one. Titania’s love for 

Bottom may be as lyric as Juliet’s for Romeo; yet Titania is laughed at. Thus 

many goods must be estimated as wholes, not piecemeal; and exactly the same 

applies to evils. In such cases the wholes may be caled organic unities.  

§ 42. 

Many theorists who have some simple account of the sole good have also, 

probably without having recognized them as such, immediate judgments of 

value inconsistent with their theory, from which it appears that their theory is 

not really derived from immediate judgments of value. Thus those who have 
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held that virtue is the sole good have generally also held that in heaven it will 

be rewarded by happiness. Yet a reward must be a good; thus they plainly feel 

that happiness also is a good. If virtue were the sole good it would be logically 

compelled to be its own reward.  

A similar argument can be brought against those who hold that the sole good 

is pleasure (or happiness, as some prefer to call it). This doctrine is regarded 

as self-evident by many, both philosophers and plain men. But although the 

general principle may at first sight seem obvious, many of its applications are 

highly paradoxical. To live in a fool’s paradise is commonly considered a 

misfortune; yet in a world which allows no paradise of any other kind a fool’s 

paradise is surely the happiest habitation. All hedonists are at great pains to 

prove that what are called the higher pleasures are really the more pleasurable. 

But plainly their anxiety to prove this arises from an uneasy instinct that such 

pleasures are higher, even if they are not more pleasurable. The bias which 

appears in hedonist arguments on this point is otherwise quite inexplicable. 

Although they hold that, quantity of pleasure being equal, pushpin is as good 

as poetry, they are careful to argue that quantity of pleasure is not equal, but is 

greater in the ase of poetry—a proposition which seems highly disputable, and 

chiefly commended by its edifying nature. Anyone would admit that the 

pleasure of poetry is a greater good than the pleasure of bathing on a hot day; 

but few people could say honestly that it is as intense. And even states of mind 

which, as a whole, are painful, may be highly good. Love of the dead may 

easily be the best thing in a life; yet it cannot but be full of pain. And 

conversely, we condemn pleasure derived from the love of what is bad; even if 

we admit that the pleasure in itself is a good, we consider the whole state of 

mind bad. If two bitter enemies lived in different countries, and each falsely 

believed that the other was undergoing tortures, each might feel pleasure; yet 

we should not consider such a state of things good. We should even think it 

much worse than a state in which each derived pain from the belief that the 

other was in torture. It may, of course, be said that this is due to the fact that 

hatred in general causes more pain than pleasure, and hence it is condemned 

broadly on egoistic grounds, without sufficient regard to possible exceptions. 

But the possibility of exceptions to the principle that hatred is bad can hardly 

be seriously maintained, except by a theorist in difficulties.  

Thus while we may admit that all pleasure, in itself, is probably more or less 

good, we must hold that pleasures are not good in proportion to their intensity, 

and that many states of mind, although pleasure is an element in them, are bad 

as a whole, and may even be worse than they would be if the pleasure were 



absent. And this result has been reached by appealing to ethical judgments 

with which almost everyone would agree. I conclude, therefore, from all that 

has been adduced in this section, that although some ultimate ethical 

differences must be admitted between different people, by far the greater part 

of commonly observed differences are due either to asking the wrong question 

(as, e.g., by mistaking means for ends), or to the influence of a hasty theory in 

falsifying immediate judgments. There is reason to hope, therefore, that a very 

large measure of agreement on ethical questions may be expected to result 

from clearer thinking; and this is probably the chief benefit to be ultimately 

derived from the study of ethics.  

§ 43. 

We may now sum up our whole discussion of ethics. The most fundamental 

notion in ethics, we agreed, are the notions of intrinsic good and evil. These 

are wholly independent of other notions, and the goodness or badness of a 

thing cannot be inferred from any of its other qualities, such as its existence or 

non-existence. Hence what actually occurs has no bearing on what ought to 

occur, and what ought to occur has no bearing on what does occur. The next 

pair of notions with which we were concerned were those of objective right 

and wrong. The objectively right act is the act which a man will hold that he 

ought to perform when he is not mistaken. This, we decided, is that one, of all 

the acts that are possible, which will probably produce the best results. Thus in 

judging what actions are right we need to know what results are good. When a 

man is mistaken as to what is objectively right, he may nevertheless act in a 

way which is subjectively right; thus we need a new pair of notions, which we 

called moral and immoral. A moral act is virtuous and deserves praise; an 

immoral act is sinful and deserves blame. A moral act, we decided, is one 

which the agent would have judged right would have judged right after an 

appropriate amount of candid reflection, where the appropriate amount of 

reflection depends upon the difficulty and importance of his decision. We then 

considered the bearing of determinism on morals, which we found to consist 

in a limitation of the acts which are possible under any circumstances. If 

determinism is true, there is a sense in which no act is possible except the one 

which in fact occurs; but there is another sense, which is the one relevant to 

ethics, in which any act is possible which is contemplated during deliberation 

(provided it is physically possible, i.e. will be performed if we will to perform 

it). We then discussed various forms of egoism, and decided that all of them 

are false. Finally, we considered some mistakes which are liable to be made in 

attempting to form an immediate judgment as to the goodness or badness of a 
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thing, and we decided that, when these mistakes are avoided, people probably 

differ very little in their judgments of intrinsic value. The making of such 

judgments we did not undertake; for if the reader agrees, he could make them 

himself, and if he disagrees without falling into any of the possible confusions, 

there is no way of altering his opinion.  

The End. 

§ 43, n. 1: Or after a small amount in the case of acts which ought to be 

impulsive. ↩ 
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